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    The collection of nine essays in this special issue focuses on the historical and cultural heritage of the northern region of peninsular Malaysia covering Perlis, Kedah, Penang (also known as Pulau Pinang) and northern Perak which since 2007 is also known as the Northern Corridor Economic Region (NCER). Besides the intrinsically historical nature of three of the essays, history also permeates the discussion of Bahasa Tanjong (the Penang Malay dialect), the pondok system of education in Seberang Perai, the production of labu sayong in Kuala Kangsar and the cultural practices of the Hokkien Chinese of George Town while the essay on Penang museums also touches on the history of Penang notably the so-called Penang Story. In terms of geographical coverage, five essays touch on Penang, one on Perak (Kuala Kangsar), two on Kedah and one on the northern region in general. These essays foreground the historical and cultural uniqueness of the northern region while a few reexamined existing interpretations of various aspects of the history and culture of the northern region.


    Historian Abdul Rahman Haji Ismail who specialises in Chinese and Malaysian history discusses the history and formation of cultural and political identities of the northern region which were of great significance since the early days. He examines the region’s historical background, its population composition, subsequent changes that had taken place through migration from within and outside the region. He also studies the interethnic cooperation as in the case of the Malay and Chinese secret societies in the second half of the 19th century in Penang. He also inspects publications and newspapers that were published in Penang and how these contributed to political consciousness within the Malay community and educational development in the northern region. The essay highlights Perak state as the centre for political activism notably for the Malay left including those with a strong Islamic background. His conclusion is of much interest: from the perspective of ethnic identity and political ideology, the historical development of the northern region that witnessed the confluence of the indigenous-Malay-Muslim heritage with migrant-foreign heritage providing pointers for the contemporary development in the country.


    Another historian Ooi Keat Gin focuses on Penang’s socio-cultural traits and diverse traditions which traced their genesis to the establishment of George Town in 1786 as a port of call for the English East India Company that drew merchants and traders from various parts of the world including northern Europe, South, Southeast and East Asia. The population comprised a multitude of racial groups whereby the various communities co-existed harmoniously despite the apparent differences physically, in socio-economic practices, religious beliefs, economic livelihood and overall way of life. The essay traces Penang’s historical development from the social and economic aspects specifically that contributed to its socio-cultural characteristics and the identity of George Town and Penang. He argues that since its formative days as a port city Penang had embraced and nurtured multiculturalism in all its facets that subsequently contributed to the development of disparate identities along ethnic lines. In Penang, the colonial division of labour made each community to withdraw into its respective economic domain that further accentuated the disparate identities. Before the Japanese Occupation the commonality of “in sharing the same fate” to a great extent sustained the social fabric despite the disparate identities of the peoples.


    Historian Mahani Musa looks at the collection of the Sultan Abdul Hamid Correspondence which is kept at the National Archives of Malaysia Kedah Branch in Alor Setar. Accorded heritage status by The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in September 2001, this correspondence provides a variety of information in politics, economy and society allowing researchers to revisit Kedah’s history from a different angle. The correspondence shows more importantly how the palace and the Kedah elites combined their efforts and ideas to ensure the smooth operation of the state administration and at the same time to secure the loyalty of the people before 1909 and after. The correspondence shows the earnestness of the palace and Kedah elites in developing the economic, political and social aspects of the state besides keeping the good relations with the Siamese and British in Penang. To the ruler and the ruling elites, it was paramount that the state’s Malay identity be upheld despite the challenge posed by western and Thai imperialism and colonialism.


    There is also much history in the discussion of the pondok of Seberang Perai. Focusing on its historical development and uniqueness, Jasni Sulong, whose expertise is Islamic jurisprudence, discusses the evolution of the pondok amidst a difficult environment and provides an explanation of their survival to the present day. The pondok system did not guarantee its graduates any form of employment yet it became the preferred choice of locals to send their children for educational purposes. Despite their poor accessibility, these pondoks managed to attract many students from the northern region, other parts of Malaya and outside the country. Jasni identifies some of the contributory factors for this remarkable phenomenon, and these include the strong local interests in religious knowledge, nationalism and the social standing of pondok teachers (Tok Guru) within the local community. He also directs his attention towards the publication of religious treatise and their marketing in the Seberang Perai area and the connection of these publishing houses with local pondoks.


    To many scholars, Bahasa Tanjong refers to a Malay dialect which has been labelled as either Penang Malay or George Town Malay. It is actually a variation of the Northern Malay dialect of Peninsular Malaysia that had emerged since 1786. To them it is a hybridised form of Malay that grew out of the language contact between the Malays and South Indian Muslims that produced an Indo-Malay community known as Jawi Peranakan who were native speakers of Bahasa Tanjong. Hajar Abdul Rahim whose expertise is corpus linguistics, seeks to differ from this standard interpretation. She found out that Bahasa Tanjong’s features are in fact cultural markers that contribute to the construction of the Bahasa Tanjong identity. Its Indian linguistic heritage as well as its inclination to allow influences from other languages sets it apart from other northern Malay dialects. Hajar is equally concerned on the continued existence of Bahasa Tanjong as a heritage language. As heritage language it is vulnerable and may be affected by various socio-political factors surrounding its usage.


    Historian Azmi Arifin looks at the pottery production, a heritage of Kuala Kangsar in particular the labu sayong which had a unique history of its own. Started hundreds of years ago, this heritage is kept alive and practised traditionally by a handful of family based production. Its technique of pressing and pinching has been sustained to the present despite facing challenges from new and modern pottery production techniques that are able to produce a greater variety of products and usage that prove attractive to the public. The modern production technique involves about 100 households while there are only a few families that still subscribe to the traditional mode of production. Significantly, official attention at the moment is mainly given to the modern mode of production although, as Azmi argues, traditional pottery producers equally deserved similar aid and attention if only to sustain the continuity of a heritage that had existed since hundreds of years. Azmi is equally concerned with the present situation of the industry and the need to preserve its heritage.


    Translation specialist Goh Sang Seong looks at Penang Chinese customs and traditions that have evolved since the arrival of the Chinese some 200 years ago which later had assimilated local influences. Goh focuses on the Hokkiens who form the majority of the Chinese in Penang. They came to Penang after 1786 bringing their Chinese culture from China but with the passing of time their cultural practices had undergone significant changes. Modern education and geographical environment had resulted in the evolution of their own unique and distinctive variation of Chinese customs. Although the festive celebrations, beliefs and practices and daily activities reveal the inheritance from their ancestors from China, these also absorbed Malay socio-cultural elements. Some customs are peculiar only to the Penang Hokkien who had to survive in an environment that was different from China although these customs are still based on traditional Chinese concepts and philosophy. Goh argues that present day Penang Chinese preserve the traditional customs brought by their ancestors from China although there are evidences of association and assimilation with Malay elements.


    Historian Abu Talib Ahmad looks at museums in Penang, their cultural displays and culture competition in the different museums. He has identified more than 16 museums, mini museums and galleries that cover various themes including ethnography, history, the Second World War, the arts, owl, cats, Islam, toys, flora and fauna, Sun Yat Sen, P. Ramlee and camera that are mainly located in the heritage enclave of George Town. Penang is selected as a case study because of the ethnic balance between Malays and Chinese which is reflected in the cultural foregrounding of the Penang State Museum. Yet behind this façade one could detect cultural contests that are also found within the different ethnic groups like the Peranakan and non-Peranakan Chinese or the Malays and the Indian-Muslims.


    The last essay by Rahimah Abdul Hamid focuses on indigenous knowledge that is related to rice cultivation in Kedah (and neighbouring Perlis) by examining the farmer’s almanac and traditional wisdom which have been in use since hundreds of years ago. The ancient farmers learned from nature to create their own knowledge of paddy cultivation. They were sensitive to natural phenomena and keen observers of the changes that have taken place around them. From repeated observations they have developed methods of segmenting the cycle of rice cultivation (famers’ almanac) and invaluable tips on paddy planting. They would hold fast to these practices to ensure an abundant harvest. However, these practices have been eroded in present day Kedah due to modernisation and technological advances in paddy cultivation while those that contravene Islamic teachings have been gradually phased out.


    All the essays were part of the research on the “Natural and Cultural Heritage of the Northern Region of Peninsular Malaysia (focusing on Perlis, Kedah, Penang and northern Perak)” which was undertaken between October 2007 and September 2010. It was funded by a research university grant from Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM). The multi-disciplinary research involved 39 academics from the School of Humanities and one from outside the school, each working in his/her specific discipline covering linguistics, literature, geography, philosophy, sociology, civilisation studies and Islamic studies with the common aim of highlighting the uniqueness of the northern region in terms of its physical features, culture and history. The generous financial assistance allowed researchers to scour various localities within the northern region. The objectives were to bring to the fore the uniqueness of the northern region in terms of its natural heritage, as well as human and cultural heritage. It was the first major research undertaken within the School of Humanities that involved such a large number of researchers from diverse academic backgrounds. Researchers were divided into three groups namely the natural heritage group which focused on man and the environment, the cultural heritage group which focused on cultural heritage and the third group which focused on the historical-cultural heritage.


    Output for the research was impressive with five monographs, 24 journal papers, 22 book chapters and 5 conference proceedings. The research findings were presented in various seminars within the university, in the country and within the region including group seminars in Pulau Jerejak in late 2007 and other parts of Penang at times in the presence of 1–2 well known scholars from outside who were invited to assess all the papers. Many of the papers were published in local and international journals like Sari: International Journal of the Malay World and Civilisation (Abu Talib, 2010; Azmi, Muhamad Luthfi and Tarmiji, 2010; Rahimah, 2010), JMBRAS (Abu Talib, 2008) and Kemanusiaan Asian Journal of the Humanities (Nooriah, 2011). The five monographs were Abu Talib (2012), Ooi (2012), Jelani (2011), Mahani (2011) and Abu Talib (2015). Two of these monographs were published by the Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) Press, two by the National Archives of Malaysia and one by the National University of Singapore Press. Researchers from the national heritage group had contributed ten essays in the 2011 issue of the Malaysian Journal of Environmental Management (Chan, 2011).


    Six of the essays or parts of it (Abdul Rahman Haji Ismail, Ooi Keat Gin, Jasni Sulong, Hajar Abdul Rahim, Azmi Arifin and Goh Sang Seong) had appeared in two edited books (Abu Talib, 2012; Ooi, 2012) which were published by the USM Press. Different versions of two of the papers had also appeared in the journal Sari (Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia). It was felt by many including international visitors to the School of Humanities that some of the essays should be translated into English to benefit a wider reading public. I am thankful to both the USM Press and the editor of Sari for providing permission to adapt/translate these essays into English or to revise them. I am also grateful to the two reviewers and their constructive comments. It was most unfortunate that one of them passed away just after submitting the review report. On the whole the authors had highlighted the uniqueness of the northern region in terms of both its culture and historical experience. They are equally concerned with the preservation and conservation of these unique cultural and historical heritage that are specific to the northern region.
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    The essay discusses the history and formation of cultural and political identities in the northern region which are of great significance since the early days. It examines the region’s historical background and population composition, subsequent changes that had taken place through migrations from within and outside the region. It also looks at inter-ethnic cooperation between Malay and Chinese secret societies in Penang in the second half of the 19th century, publications and newspapers published in Penang and Taiping which were pioneered by the Peranakans (Jawi, Arab and Chinese) and how these contributed to political awareness among the Malays and other communities, educational development in the northern region covering English, Malay, Chinese and Tamil schools and the state of Perak as the centre of political activism including the Malay left and an Islamic party based in Gunung Semanggol. The essay is based on a careful reading of the myriad secondary sources on Malaysian history, politics, economy and culture.


    Keywords: northern region, historical background, cultural and political identities, education, publishing


    INTRODUCTION


    In this study, the northern region of peninsular Malaysia refers to the area that encompasses Perlis, Kedah, Penang and parts of Perak covering north Perak, Dinding and Manjung districts, Kuala Kangsar as well as the northern section of Central Perak and the Kinta district. The region comprises what is known since 2007 as the Northern Corridor Economic Region. The focus of this article is on the history and the formation of cultural and political identities within the northern region which are of significance since its early days. The discussion starts with the region’s historical background followed by state formations, population and subsequent changes that had occured due to the entry of new influences from within and outside the region. It ends with a discussion of the unavoidable result of the interaction between indigenous-Malay-Islamic heritage and the more recent migrant-foreign heritage.


    HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: THE EARLY PERIOD


    The northern region is among the earliest sites of human settlement and civilisation in Malaysia. The Lenggong valley in northern Perak has been established as one of the earliest places which had human habitation, not only in the peninsula but in Southeast Asia. In Kota Tampan for instance tools from the stone age dated between 30,000 and 34,000 years old had been found alongside work places where these tools were made. Unfortunately, there had been no traces of skeletal or human traces of the people who had produced them. However, the skeletal remains of a man, in his early 40s, believed to have been buried between 10,000–11,000 years ago, was discovered alongside several artefacts and ancient tools related to animistic beliefs and rituals in Gua Gunung Runtuh in Lenggong. This is the oldest skeletal remains discovered in Southeast Asia. However, a big question mark still remains among historians and researchers as to what had happened to this early group of people labelled “Orang Perak”2 (Perak Man). In Gua Harimau, seven human skeletal remains were found along with axes made of bronze and moulds dated some 4,000 years ago. These indicate that the use of bronze can be traced to the year 2,000 BC (Zuraina, 1991). Although it cannot be fully determined whether the people were the ancestors of the present Lenggong residents, this and other discoveries provide evidence that Lenggong was an early settlement inhabited by different communities at different phases, each having its own value systems and rules.


    The lowlands and valleys along the coast and river mouths such as Guar Kepah in Seberang Perai had been inhabited by humans during the stone age, about 5,000 to 6,000 years ago, similar to stone-age communities in several places in north Sumatra (Mokhtar, 2008: 1–14). Towards the south, Kuala Selinsing in Perak had been actively involved in regional and international trading activities some 2,000 years ago during the time when similar developments were taking place in Lembah Bujang. The discovery of several ancient Hindu-Buddhist temple sites and luxury items and trade commodities like beads and gold coins indicate that Lembah Bujang was not only inhabited by different communities but was also a thriving trading centre with ports, lodging facilities, and places of worship catering for both foreign visitors and locals. In 2010 settlements which had furnaces and other equipments that were used to produce iron products and an assembly hall dating back to the first century were unearthed in Sungai Batu in Lembah Bujang. These and other recent findings in Sungai Batu and nearby Jeniang indicate that the region was a centre for the production and export of iron through an international shipping network involving several established ports (Mokhtar and Suprayitno, 2011; Chia and Andaya, 2011: 1–94).


    From such discoveries, it can be hypothesised that the northern region, other than an early centre of civilisation, had been infuential in international trade some 2,000 years ago. These findings also reinforce the importance of the stretch between the northern region and the Kra isthmus, which served as the main overland route for trade in the Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Siam from the 6th century until the 15th century before it was taken over by the Straits of Malacca (Coedes, 1968; Mohd Dahlan, 1979). In short, these new archaelogical discoveries had not only changed the views of scholars on the historical significance of the northern region, but also their historical perspectives of Malaysia and Southeast Asia. However, the nature of the administration or governance in the northern region prior to the establishment of the Muslim-Malay sultanates of Kedah and Perak is still unknown. It remains unclear as to why these early civilisations, with a well-developed knowledge base, did not develop modern industries like Europe in the 19th century which had embarked on the industrial revolution. Similarly, historians have also been unable to establish the actual beginning of these Islamic sultanates due to the absence of historical records. Like Melaka and Terengganu, it can be stated that by the beginning of the 15th century Islam had become dominant in the governance, administration and way of life of the people in the northern region.


    POLITICAL AND LEADERSHIP LANDSCAPE


    The region’s political and leadership history was dominated by two main players – Kedah and Perak. This can be gleaned from the Malay chronicle Hikayat Merong Mahawangsa which describes the founding of Perak and Patani by two princes and one princess who were descendents of Raja Merong Mahapudisat, a son of Raja Merong Mahawangsa, the ruler who founded Kedah Zamin Turan at the foot of Gunung Jerai. After the death of Raja Merong Mahapudisat, his youngest son became the ruler of Kedah with the title Raja Seri Mahawangsa (Siti Hawa, 1991: 37). According to this chronicle, the rulers of Kedah, Perak, Patani and Siam come from the same lineage and have blood ties. The founding of Perak has been attributed to an incident where an arrow with a silver head was released by the second prince of the king of Kedah. The prince had intended to start a new state, towards the south of Kedah and used the spot where the arrow had landed to establish this state. Another version, which did not mention Kedah, suggests that Perak was founded at a spot where a silver-headed arrow released by the grandson of Demang Lebar Daun from the Bukit Siguntang peak in Sumatra had landed (Winstedt and Wilkinson, 1974: 119). The second version links Perak with Palembang or Pagar Ruyung in Sumatra and to the history of Sriwijaya, Melaka and Johor. Just as in other places in the Nusantara region and the world at large, the acceptance of Islam by local communities had brought significant changes to the culture, thoughts and societal norms in the northern region. For instance, the “Old Malay” society reflected its societal values through a language that was rich in Sanskrit words and phrases, but after a few decades the concept of the “New Malay” based on the Islamic way of life and cultural values resulted in the use of a language that was rich in Arabic words and the use of a Jawi script, one that was directly borrowed from Arabic (Abdul Rahman and Mahani, 2005: 115–118). The cultural norms of the “New Malay” had Islam as its base and soon after, the Jawi script became synonymous with the identity of the Malays until the use of the Romanised script in the mid-20th century. Islam and the Jawi script had placed Malays and the concept of Malay-ness on the wider international landscape paving the way for greater interaction with Muslims from around the world. This development facilitated the “Islamisation process” in the Nusantara region and “the process of Malayisation” of the Muslim immigrants in this region (Abdul Rahman, 1998).


    From historical records of the Chinese, Indians and Arabs, it can be established that there were several governments in the northern region before the Malay-Muslim administration of Kedah and Perak. Among them were Langkasuka and Kadaram or Kataha in Tamil, or Chiehch’a in Chinese. Although the exact location of Langkasuka is still disputed, whether it was in the northeast or northwest of the peninsula, scholars agree that Kadaram, Kataha or Chiehch’a refers to Kedah which was visited by the Chinese priest and sailor I Ching during his journeys between China and India at the end of the 7th century. According to local traditions, the Islamic Sultanate in Kedah began when its ruler Maharaja Derbar Raja embraced Islam in 1136, and changed his name to Sultan Muzaffar Syah and renamed Kedah Zamin Turan as Kedah Darul Aman. Based on the history of this royal lineage, the current sultan of Kedah, Sultan Abdul Halim Muazam Syah, who ascended the throne in 1958 is the 28th ruler of the state (Muhammad Hassan, 1968; Buyong Adil, 1981).


    Although Perak was way ahead of Kedah in terms of its early civilisation, its subsequent development lagged behind Kedah. The Sulalat-us-Salatin clarifies that the government of Gangga Nagara which was visited by Raja Syulan from India before the beginning of the Malay Sultanate in Palembang, had later established governments in Singapore and Melaka (Cheah, 1998: 74–75). Later, during and after the period of the Malay Sultanate, there is also mention of governments in Manjung and Bruas which were protected by Melaka (Cheah, 1998: 202; A. Samad Ahmad, 2003: 115–116, 285–287). Although the founding date is yet to be established, Manjung and Beruas were also believed to have been attacked by the Cholas in 1025 when it launched a war against its trading rival Sriwijaya (Coedes, 1968; Mohd Dahlan, 1979). The exact beginning of Perak as a sovereign state is yet to be established. The ancestry of the present Perak sultanate is traced to Raja Muzaffar, whose father was Sultan Mahmud Syah of Melaka who had married a Kelantan princess; Raja Muzaffar ascended the throne after Sultan Mahmud Syah’s death in 1528 in Kampar (Cheah, 1998: 298–299; Winstedt and Wilkinson, 1974; Buyong Adil, 1981). Like most states in the peninsula, the administration and way of life in the northern region was closely related to the patriarchal Adat Temenggung. Before the arrival of the British, both Kedah and Perak were already known for their systematic governance, complete with established procedures and laws regarding the selection of new rulers and senior state officials. Undang-Undang Kedah has many similarities with Undang-Undang or Hukum Kanun Melayu Melaka. Undang-Undang 99 Perak consists of 99 clauses that cover all aspects related to state administration including laws that guide ruler-subject relationship (Winstedt, 1969; Abu Hassan and Mariam, 1995; Jelani, 2008). However, historians have yet to establish when these laws were written and to what extent they were enforced. It is obvious that both Kedah and Perak had common laws and procedures that reflect systematic and civilised governance.


    Penang and Perlis which were both administered by Kedah became new political entities in 1800 and 1842 respectively, mainly because of British and Siamese invasions and political manoeuvrings in the 18th and 19th centuries. Through the East India Company (EIC), the British, failed to honour the 1786 treaty with Kedah, forced Kedah to sign another treaty to gain control over Penang. Caught in between the danger posed by Siam and the hope of getting military protection from the EIC, Kedah signed another treaty in 1800 to lease Seberang Perai to the British (Bonney, 1971). Perlis became a sovereign state when Sultan Ahmad Tajudin Halim Syah II handed it over to Sayyid Hussain bin Sayyid Harun Jamalullail after the Siamese withdrawal in 1842. British intervention in Kerian in the south, which was also part of the Kedah sultanate resulted in its cession to Perak. Similarly, Setol and Sadao, were handed to Siam after the 1909 treaty between Great Britain and Siam. In short, what remains of Kedah today is a far cry from its former size.


    The handover of Perlis to Sayyid Hussain Jamalullail adds to the uniqueness of the northern region. This handover, not only marked the birth of a new state in the Malay peninsula, but also marked a state controlled by those of Arab descent, a phenomenon that was also found in several places in the Nusantara region. The history of Perlis can be traced to Sayyid Hussain’s father, Sayyid Harun, who was of Arab-Malay parentage from Palembang. He later married Tunku Safiah, the daughter of Sultan Dhiauddin Mukaram Syah of Kedah (1798–1804). In 1815 Sayyid Harun was later appointed the first Penghulu of Arau by Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin. The handover of Perlis to Sayyid Hussain Jamalullail in 1842 also foregrounds another important phenomenon but one that has only received scant attention from scholars – “the process of Malayisation” when Muslim immigrants voluntarily became Malays to enable them to play a bigger role in Malay society and culture. This phenomenon was not only confined to the masses but also to the ruling elites. The acceptance of the ruling family in Perlis as Malays is evident in the post-1957 Undang-Undang Tubuh Negeri Perlis which states that the ruler of Perlis must be a Perlis Malay who is a descendent of Syed Putra, Syed Safi, Syed Ahmad or Syed Hussain.


    The influence of people of Arab descent (who usually carry the title Sayyid) is also found in Kedah. Three of Sultan Abdul Hamid Halim Syah’s wives (reign 1882–1943) were from the Sayyid families (Mohammad Isa, 1990: 9) while four out of the seven Kedah Chief Ministers since independence were from Sayyid families but who had become Malays. Article 35 (2) of Undang-Undang Tubuh Negeri Kedah declares: “Nobody other than a Malay Muslim can become the Chief Minister of Kedah” (International Law Book Service, 1998: 82). In the same way the Undang-Undang Tubuh Negeri Perak also state that the Perak Chief Minister must be a Malay Muslim (International Law Book Service, 1991: 334). From this, it is clear that the national Malay heritage which is based on Islamic principles is a vital condition for the sovereignty of the Sultans in the Malay states including the northern region. Western powers who had arrived in the region since the early 16th century were aware of this and they did not interfere (or pretended not to intefere) in matters related to Muslims and Malay customs and traditions although they had intervened in the internal affairs of the country to exploit its rich natural resources.


    POPULATION COMPOSITION AND IDENTITY UNTIL 1957


    The Kedah cultural heritage, with its own style and uniqueness, represented particularly by the Kedah dialect, is also found in Perlis, Penang, Seberang Perai, and in the coastal areas of north Perak. Massive migration of Kedah people following the Siamese invasion in 1821 contributed to its widespread influence to north Perak. By the 1830s, about 70% of the Kedah population had migrated, mostly to Seberang Perai which was already under British administration. However to the west of the Titiwangsa range the inhabitants practised the customs of the east coast people due to the influence of Kelantan and Patani. In the past, as in the 1880s, waves of migration occured when people in the east coast migrated to Kedah and Perak. These migrations were due to several reasons such as prolonged drought and epidemics especially in Kelantan, Madelung and Patani that led to starvation (Abdul Rahman, 1995: 181–183). Siamese pressure and repeated attacks coupled with Siamese repression before and after 1909 also contributed to the southward migration that led to the establishment of new settlements in Sik, Baling and Padang Terap in Kedah and in several areas in northern Perak, with the settlers practising a distinct way of life and dialect. Among these new settlers were Siamese who were mainly Buddhists and who had practised their own culture and way of life. These migrations have subsequently enriched the history of the northern region ever since.


    There are records that indicate migrants from the east coast had settled mainly in Kedah and Seberang Perai on a seasonal basis especially during the paddy planting and harvesting seasons. Poor weather conditions in the east coast during the northeast monsoon was the main factor for these migrants who came to the west coast to work as labourers in the paddy fields. This seasonal migration was an annual phenomenon and in the long run elements of the cultural practices of Patani, Siam and Kelantan permeated into the cultural practices of the local people. The influence was clearly evident in Islamic religious practices and the performing arts. Religious schools known as sekolah pondok in Kedah and Perak, for instance, were started by teachers from the east coast or by students who were educated in such schools in Kelantan or Patani, in addition to those that were initiated by others who had returned from Makkah or other parts of the Nusantara region (Jawatankuasa Penerbitan Buku Ulama Kedah Darul Aman, 1996). A number of religious texts that were used in these schools, madrasahs and mosques were written by religious scholars from Patani such as Syaikh Dawud bin Abdullah al-Fatani, Syaikh Ahmad bin Muhammad Zain al-Fatani (Wan Mohd. Shaghir, 1991) and so forth. Similarly, performing arts like makyong and wayang kulit had strong Siamese and Kelantan influences.


    Many of the political and economic migrants from the north and east coast did not return home but instead settled down in the northern region. This augured well for Kedah which encouraged these migrants to settle down in the state and open up new areas especially for paddy farming at the end of the 19th century. The arrival of migrants from other states, not only contributed to the increase in paddy yields, but also increased Kedah’s population which strengthened its position and relationship with neighbouring states/countries.


    The Acehnese had also migrated to the northern region at the end of the 16th century and at the beginning of the 17th century when the Straits of Melaka became a contested site between local states and the Portuguese and the Dutch. History shows that Perak was once ruled by Aceh and that Sultan Mansur Syah’s son married an Acehnese princess and later ruled Aceh as Sultan Alauddin Mansur Syah (1577–1585) (Buyong Adil, 1981: 9–10). As experienced by Johor and Pahang, this “war and matrimony” relationship between Perak and Aceh continued until the death of the Aceh ruler Iskandar Thani in 1641. Kedah was also attacked by Acehnese forces under Sultan Iskandar Muda Mahkota Alam in 1619 when thousands of Kedahans including the royals were taken to Aceh. At the same time, Acehnese soldiers, traders and others had taken the opportunity to move to the northern region. The Dutch attacks on Aceh in the second half of the 19th century and early 20th century also led to cross-border migration and many Acehnese had escaped to the northern region and other parts of the peninsula. The Aceh influence can still be seen in Kampung Aceh in Yan, Kedah while the names of some places in Penang (Kampung Aceh, Pantai Aceh and Lebuh Aceh) reflect the Acehnese influence. Acehnese descendents had also emerged as successful entreprenuers and traders in the northern region. The famous award-winning actor P. Ramlee who was born and raised in Penang was the son of an Acehnese immigrant.


    The northern region was also a focal point for the migration of people from other regions in the Nusantara region namely Bugis, Javanese, Minangkabaus, Banjarese and Bataks who came either as economic migrants, refugees, prisoners of war, sailors or soldiers who were involved in local warfare. The Bugis were involved in the civil war in Kedah in the 18th century, either in support of the sultan or his rival. Several families from Minangkabau were among the earliest to start a settlement in Penang before and after the arrival of the EIC in 1786. There was also an influx of immigrants from beyond the Nusantara such as Arabs, Indians, Chinese and Europeans in the mid-19th century and early 20th century which enriched the culture of the northern region through inter-marriages which resulted in Peranakan communities involving Arab, Indian, Chinese, Eurasian or Siamese influence.


    The above resulted in the formation of a “Malaysian” national identity as people of diverse races and ethnic groups with different cultural identities and values, made Malaya their home and in doing so enriched Malayan society although at times this had contributed to social and political problems. In other words, there was a process of Malayisation of migrants, particularly those from the Nusantara region, the Arabs and Indian Muslims. The history of the northern region bears witness to this process of Malayisation whereby these groups of migrants categorised themselves as Malays or half-Malays, and this was accepted by the local community.


    Nevertheless, the simmering clash between cultures became intense after the British occupied Penang and reared its ugly head after the British intervention in the Malay states through the 1874 Pangkor Treaty. Although immigrants had initially displayed loyalty and respect to the local rulers and leaders along with their loyalty to their own countries, this became diluted after the arrival of the British especially in the Straits Settlement (Buyong Adil, 1981: 9–10). Eventually, the economic development that had taken place in Malaya due to the mining and agricultural (sugar cane, pepper, rubber, etc.) sectors encouraged immigration from outside the Nusantara region especially China and India. The British who wanted to extend their position in Malaya encouraged Perak to be part of a Federated Malay State (FMS) in 1896 together with Pahang, Selangor and Negeri Sembilan. The FMS was placed under a British Resident General. This development attracted more immigrants to the northern region especially Perak and Penang.


    Migrants from the Nusantara region who were from different tribes and localities but having similar linguistic roots and lifestyles were broadly categorised by the British as Malays. This was acceptable to them as they were motivated by the need to preserve their status and importance in Malaya. Similarly, the immigrant communities from outside the region, with multicultural backgrounds and ethnicities were homogenised and labelled as Chinese and Indians. In the long run a new “Malayan” identity had emerged. Although this label was initially used in reference to the Chinese and Indians, it was eventually used for the entire population who had accepted Malaya as their homeland and gave their undivided loyalty to it.3


    COOPERATION BETWEEN ETHNIC GROUPS AND SECRET SOCIETIES


    Kedah and Perlis which continued to receive protection from Siam had also received Chinese and Indian migrants but at a much lower rate. Hence, it can be noted that, until today, the population in both states are predominantly Malays. There was little change in migration patterns even after Britain took control of Kedah and Perlis through the 1909 treaty.


    Owing to the impact of British economic activities, there was rapid increase in the number of foreigners who arrived in Malaya over the years. The figures in Table 1 indicate the increase in their number from 1911 until 1970. Interestingly, in the late 1940s, the total number of immigrants from outside the Nusantara region was higher than the number of Malays and migrants from within the region.



    Table 1: Population in the northern region according to ethnic composition 1911–1970


    [image: art]


    Source: Sidhu and Jones (1981: 30)


    The figures reflect a contrasting trend in the northern states: there was a Malay majority in Kedah and Perlis while the number of Chinese and Indian migrants outnumbered the Malays in Penang and Perak. The number of Chinese immigrants had increased rapidly in Penang and in the mining areas in Perak especially Larut, Gerik and the Kinta valley. In Kedah, the percentage of Chinese immigrants had increased from 13.7% in 1911 to nearly 21% in 1957. Similarly in Perlis, the Chinese population had increased from 4.9% in 1911 to 17.4% in 1957. During the same period, the Indian population in Kedah increased from 2.4% to 9.7% and in Perlis from 1.14% to 1.18%. The visible increase in Chinese immigrants who comprised traders, miners and labourers in the districts of Kuala Muda and Kulim, for instance, resulted in Kedah appointing a Chinese Kapitan in 1866 to facilitate the handling of Chinese-related affairs. Kedah, Perak and Perlis continued to exist as a monarchy while Penang became a British colony and was governed from Singapore from 1826 until 1957.


    The British managed the various ethnic groups in Penang and Perak by having policies that did not encourage interaction and communication with other communities. Nevertheless interethnic relations were quite prominent in the British administrative and trading centres like Taiping and Penang. Various institutions such as police stations, courts, prisons, hospitals and schools (English, Malay and Chinese) mushroomed in these areas. Penang developed rapidly as a melting port for people from different cultures making it truly cosmopolitan. Other than churches of different Christian denominations, temples were for Chinese, Hindus and Buddhists while mosques were built to cater for the Malays, Indian Muslims and Bengalis. This potpourri of people and cultures in the city of Tanjung (George Town) in 1870 was noted by Muhammad Ibrahim Munsyi.


    
      Maka kebanyakan yang menjadi kuli dalam pekerjaan punggah-memunggah, angkat-mengangkat daripada bangsa Keling belaka. Banyaklah lain-lain bangsa dalam negeri itu dalam pekerjaan lain-lain dan berniaga. Maka orang-orang Melayunya banyak yang berkebun di darat-daratnya. Maka peranakan yang di dalam bandarnya itu berjenis-jenis pekerjaan masing-masing; ada yang berniaga dan ada yang makan gaji menjadi kerani. Kebanyakan peranakan Keling yang berniaga dinamakan bangsa itu “anak-anak Jawi Pekan”, dan peranakan Melayunya banyak yang belayar-layar dan berniaga, dan ada yang menjadi tukang membuat kasut dan lain-lain di dalam Jalan Masjid Malayu itu – dalam bahasa Inggeris namanya jalan itu Acheen Street. Dan di situ sebuah masjid Melayu besar … diperbuat daripada batu dan atapnya genting. Maka tempat perhimpunan bangsa-bangsa Keling and Jawi Pekan itu pada jalan yang bernama Chulia Street; terlalu ramai mereka itu dan ada pula sebuah masjidnya di situ daripada batu dan genting jua. Maka bangsa-bangsa yang ada dalam Penang itu berjenis-jenis iaitu Inggeris, Arab, Melayu, Keling, Cina, Hindu, Benggali, Serani, Siam, Burma, Aceh dan lain-lain.


      (Mohd. Fadzil, 1980: 114–115)


      Maka dalam antara bangsa-bangsa yang tersebut ini yang dikira-kirakan, lebih kurang jumlah bangsa Inggeris serta lain-lain bangsa orang putih di dalam Penang itu, 266 orang; dan bangsa Keling dan Benggali, Hindu serta lain-lain bangsanya orang-orang sebelah negeri Hindustan dalam Pulau Pinang itu, 14,000 orang. Maka orang Melayu daripada segala jenis bangsa di bawah angin ini, 72,000 orang; dan bangsa Arab serta lain-lain, 1,700 orang. Maka Cina, daripada segala jenis bangsanya, 39,000 orang; dan lain daripada ini, lain-lain bangsa itu sedikit-sedikit sahaja.


      (Mohd. Fadzil, 1980)

    


    The confluence between people of different races in centres like Penang had produced multiple facets in the cross-cultural heritage of the northern region which further enriched its social and cultural fabrics. As a result of mixed marriages between the Malays (mostly females) and Indian Muslims, a distinct Malay group known as Jawi Pekan or Jawi Peranakan had emerged. They were regarded as “Malays” because they practised basic Malay cultural norms and used the Malay language for communication. Members of the Jawi Peranakan group were supported by the urban social environment which allowed them to function as a distinct group of their own. However, they were largely influenced by the Malay culture especially in terms of language and the customs they practised, borrowed from their Malay wives or mothers-in-law. In the long term, the Jawi Peranakan community became distinct and interacted among themselves with particular linguistic peculiarities and unique Malay-Indian culture. Inter marriages between Malays and Arabs, on the other hand, gave rise to the Arab Peranakan community, who considered themselves either as Arabs or Malays depending on the environment they were in. Basically, it was Islam, the Malay culture and language that acted as catalysts for inter marriages between people of different groups – Malays, Indians, Arabs and sometimes Chinese. The cultural identity of these mixed-race groups was fluid and constantly changing according to circumstances, needs and choice of individuals or members of the group. This imperfect “Malayisation” process, at times, caused communication problems. For instance, when nationalism among the Malays was on the rise at the beginning of the 20th century, partly as a result of the ideas and writings of individuals of mixed parentage, there was a raging debate as to who could be defined as Malay and whether they could participate in Malay social and political movements.


    When the Singapore Malay Union was formed in 1926, it was decided that only those who were offsprings of Malay fathers could become members while the involvement of those whose mothers were Malay was questioned. As a result, the Penang branch of the Singapore Malay Union rejected the involvement of the Jawi Peranakan and Peranakan Arabs, some of whom have been active in efforts to improve the livelihood of the Malay-Muslim community. The Penang Malay Association which was established in 1927 opened its membership to everyone who claimed to be a Malay and practised the Malay culture.


    Seven years later, through the newspaper Saudara which was published by Sayyid Syaikh al-Hadi who was of Malay-Arabic parentage, the Persaudaraan Sahabat Pena Malaya (PASPAM) was formed in April 1934, with the main aim of unifying the Malay nationalist movement. PASPAM also opened its doors to any individual who claimed to be a Malay and was committed to enhancing the status of the Malay language and culture. Nevertheless, when state Malay associations that were formed between 1936–1939 convened a congress in 1939 and 1940 to formulate action plans for the advancement of the Malay race, the issue of ancestry and the definition of who could be considered “Malay” dominated the discussion to the extent that there was no room to deliberate on other issues. The controversy surrounding Malay ancestry led to the introduction of new terms like “Darah Keturunan Keling (DKK)” and “Darah Keturunan Arab (DKA)” which was a conscious effort to reject the involvement of these groups in Malay social and political movements. However, in the northern region generally, and in Penang and Kedah, specifically, the initiative to create a dichotomy between Malays according to paternal-maternal ancestry did not have any significant impact. The Malay community in the northern region, on the whole, accepted any individual as Malay as long as he/she was a Muslim, used Malay for communication and practised the customs/culture and lifestyle of the “pure Malays”. One significant development that occured as a result of the formation of associations like PASPAM, the Penang Malay Association, United Malay National Organization (UMNO) and Pan Malaya Islamic Party (PAS) was the rise of several prominent political figures among both the pure Malays and Peranakan Malays who played pivotal roles in social and political movements at state and national levels like Sayyid Alwi al-Hadi, Zainal Abidin B. A., Sayyid Omar Shahabudin and Dr. Mahathir Mohamad.


    Among the non-Muslims, the interaction between Europeans and Asians, also resulted in cross-cultural communities such as Chinese and Indian Christians and Eurasian communities who communicated in a variety of English that was influenced by their native language. Similarly, the initial interaction between the relatively small Chinese community and the locals resulted in the adoption of some local customs and practices by the Chinese and vice-versa. The initial interaction was instrumental in the birth of the Chinese Peranakans who are also known as the Baba and Nyonya community whose members converse in a specific form of pidgin Malay that was heavily characterised by the use of mixed-vocabulary from Malay, Hokkien, Javanese and English and new vocabulary that was coined from their interactions.4 Hence, this group which practised a unique lifestyle as reflected in their costumes, entertainment and food, catalysed the birth of the Baba culture in the northern region which was markedly different from Melaka or other parts of the Nusantara region. Apart from the unique language features and types of food, the influence also spread to folk songs as seen in the “dondang sayang” and the “kebaya nyonya” attire. All these were conspicous features which characterised the unique identity of the Chinese Peranakan community. However, due to certain developments, especially the establishment of Chinese vernacular schools, before and after independence, the unique identity of the Peranakan community gradually diminished. In areas near the Malaya/Siam border, the interaction between the Malay and Siamese communities resulted in the birth of the Samsam community which composed mainly of Muslims who wore Malay attire but communicated in the Thai language (Sharom, 1984: 5).


    The arrival and presence of foreign immigrants had both positive and negative impacts to the peninsula and the northern region. On the positive side, the British and foreign investors were able to use the labour from the foreign community for economic returns while on the negative side, the Chinese immigrants had brought along the culture of secret societies, contributing to the violence in several Malay states in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Disturbances caused by stiff competition to control tin mining areas in Larut in 1861–1862, 1865, 1872–1874 (Mohd. Zamberi, 2001: 45–63) gradually expanded that also led to the involvement of local Malay leaders. This provided the British who were already in the Straits Settlement with the golden opportunity to intervene in the conflicts, which initiated the colonisation of Malaya. The violence that was perpetuated by the secret societies also spread to Kulim, Kedah in the 1880s (Sharom, 1984: 7). Prior to this, Chinese secret societies in the early 19th century conspired with Ligor to attack Kedah and defeat the Kedah forces which was attempting to free the state from the Siamese (Mahani, 2003: 28–30).


    Interestingly, the presence of Chinese secret societies encouraged the formation of Malay secret societies namely the Red and White Flags which were involved in violent clashes in Penang, Butterworth and Perak in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The fued between these two Malay groups eventually led them to form pacts with rival Chinese secret societies like the Ghee Hin and Toh Peh Kong. This is evident in the official report on the Penang Riots of August 1867 which states that the riot began when the White Flag which was supported by the Ghee Hin clashed with the Red Flag that was supported by the Toh Peh Kong (Zainol, 1995: 47–49). As observed by Leon Comber, members of the White and Red Flags were very diverse comprising Malays, Jawi Peranakans, Indians (including those who were Hindus), Javanese and Boyans (Zainol, 1995: 47). According to Zainol Jusoh there were instances of Chinese participation in Malay secret societies in the rural areas and villages. Similarly, several Chinese secret societies which had Malay, Portuguese, Indian, and Jawi Pekan participation were reported to be active in the 1870s (Vaughan, 1977: 103). The involvement of members of different ethnic groups in such societies and related actvities was facilitated by interracial marriages. The leader of the Red Flag in Penang, Syed Mohamed al-Attas was the son-in-law of Khoo Poh, a pepper merchant who was also the leader of the Toh Peh Kong (Mahani, 2003: 42).


    Despite the alliances, it must be noted that the rivalry between members of the Red and White Flags was more social and psychological. It was triggered by the desire to establish superiority and not motivated by economic power as the case of rival Chinese groups. Several decades before the Second World War, fracas often erupted during Boria (a performing art that is popular in Penang) performances which featured during the month of Muharam (the first month in the Hijrah calendar). The Muharam festivities and Boria performances are both examples of cultural manifestations that were derived from the racial and cultural amalgamation of the Indian Muslims and the Malays. Boria which was also enjoyed by non-Malays, including the Chinese have unique features. Other than their colourful and attractive costumes, the lyrics carry messages that reflect their experiences and lifestyle. The two stanzas from a Boria performance in 1919 by the Jalan Baru Red Flag group stress the importance of unity between people of different races and cultural backgrounds for the mutual benefit of all.


    
      Kita Arab bangsa Maghribi,

      Di dalam gua terkejut mimpi,

      Dengar musuh di dalam negeri,

      Jalan Baru sedia menanti.


      Troop Albania jajahan Itali,

      Iramat rimau mati berdiri,

      Alatan dunia tak ambil peduli,

      Jalan Baru sedia menanti.


      (Zainol, 1995: 51)

    


    PUBLICATIONS, NEWSPAPERS AND POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS WITHIN THE MALAY COMMUNITY


    The Indian Muslim and Jawi Peranakan communities were quick to adapt to the changes in the increasingly cosmopolitan urban areas brought by technological advancements and competitive business markets. Fluent in more than one language, they were more information savvy and were more aware of ongoing developments. Against this backdrop, the Jawi Peranakan community who were living in Penang contributed significantly as language teachers, translators, and liaision officers for the British and the local community but also between the local community and the urban cosmopolitan world. They were also among the first to initiate changes in the publishing industry, incorporating modern printing technology in the production of newspapers and magazines. The founder of the Jawi Peranakan (newspaper) which was printed in Singapore (1876) was Muhammad Said bin Dada Muhyiddin who was from Gelugor in Penang. He had studied the Malay language in Kedah, had visited several areas in the peninsula and later resided in Singapore. Several others from the Jawi Peranakan, Arab and Arab Peranakan communities were also key figures in the publishing industry and initiated the production of several newspapers and magazines in Penang. Among them were S.P.S.K. Kadar Sahib – Tanjung Penagri (1895), Muhammad Ali bin Harun al-Hindi – Pemimpin Warita (1895–1897) and Lengkungan Bulan (1900–1901), Abdul Ghani bin Muhammad Kassim – Bintang Timur (1900) and Cahaya Penang (1900–1908), Sayyid Syaikh bin Ahmad al-Hadi – Al-Ikhwan magazine (1926–1928) and the Saudara newspaper (1928–1940). Other than newspapers and magazines, they also produced a variety of religious and educational books for schools (Roff, 1972; Ahmat, 1992).


    Publishing activities also gained momentum partly due to the presence of several printing companies in Penang such as the Criterion Press which was founded in 1883 while the Muhammadiah Press, Freeman Press and Kim Seck Hean Press were established in the 1880s (Jelani and Azmi Iskandar, 2008: 1–28). These printing presses continued active publishing until the mid-20th century. However, the newer printing companies were owned by Chinese entreprenuers. Among the Arab-Malays, Sayyid Syaikh al-Hadi who founded the Jelutong Press in 1928 was not only known for starting a monthly magazine called Al-Ikhwan and Saudara but also known as an educator, preacher, and writer who wrote novels and books related to various disciplines like religion, etiquette and history. Persama Press which was started by Haji Sulaiman Rawa in Lebuh Acheh in 1930 was well-known as a publisher of Islamic religious treatise and books including the “yellow treatise” which earned its name because these were printed in yellow paper.


    As book publishing was still in its infancy, newspapers and magazines played a vital role to relay information to the public by providing a platform for discussing important issues besides serving as educational materials for Malay schools. It was the publisher of Saudara who proposed the setting up of a national organisation for Malays PASPAM in 1934. With the slogan “Hidup Bahasa Hiduplah Bangsa”, PASPAM soon formed branches in almost every state in Malaya, Singapore, and North Borneo. It even had members from Sumatra and Sri Lanka. PASPAM organised several assemblies for the Malays beginning with the one in Taiping in 1935. PASPAM’s approach was to capitalise on the growing Malay nationalism. The Taiping gathering became the catalyst for another assembly in Kuala Lumpur in 1939 followed by Singapore in 1940. These assemblies paved the way for the setting up of several national associations covering the interests of the Malays in the entire peninsula and Singapore like the Malaya Independence Union (registered as Kesatuan Melayu Muda or KMM) in 1938, the Malay National Party (MNP) in 1945 and UMNO in 1946.


    Similar to the Jawi Peranakan and to a certain extent the Arab Peranakan, the Chinese Peranakans were among the earliest to publish Malay dailies. The difference is that the Jawi Peranakans were known for the publication of Malay dailies in the Jawi script while the Chinese Peranakans were pioneers of Malay dailies in the Peranakan pidgin dialect and Romanised letters. Although not the equal of Singapore, the Pemimpin Warita newspaper made headlines in Penang when it was published. The editor was a Malay but the owner Chinese – Khor Teow Han who also owned the Kim Saek Hean Press which published the newspaper.


    Taiping which was one of the earliest British administrative centres in the Federated Malay States, had adequate infrastructures like police stations, courts and a prison. The first and second Malay newspaper outside the Straits Settlements namely Seri Perak (1893–1895) and Jajahan Melayu (1896–1897) were published in Taiping. The chief editor and prime mover of both was Muhammad Umar bin Abu Bakar who originated from Permatang Sintuk in Seberang Perai. Like Pemimpin Warita, the entreprenuer who pioneered these newspapers was an Indian Muslim from Madras by the name of Sayyid Abul Hasan Burhan who came to Malaya as a language teacher for British sepoys.


    In Malaysian history, developments in education and publications especially newspapers were closely associated with Malay nationalism and heightened awareness among the Malays. Penang also emerged as a centre for nationalist movements that left deep and long-lasting impact. Soon after the formation of the Singapore Malay Union in 1926, the Penang Malay Union was initiated. Unlike its Singapore counterpart, the Penang Malay Association (formed in 1927) was open to anyone who practised the Malay culture and customs including those who regarded themselves as Malays because their mother tongue was Malay. PASPAM later outshadowed the Penang Malay Association and became better known among the Malays through Saudara which acted as communication channel and platform for discussion. The Penang Malay Association became active in Penang when PASPAM was disbanded following the introduction of the Malayan Union in 1946. It remained as a separate entity which allowed its members to become actively involved in UMNO while it focused on economic and community-based activities.


    EDUCATION AND THE MOVEMENT FOR NATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS


    The British influence in Penang and the arrival of a large number of foreign immigrants from outside the Nusantara region especially China and India had a significant impact on the identity and history of the northern region. It was from Penang that many immigrants eventually moved to Kedah, Perak and Perlis. Besides becoming a melting pot for people of different communities, it also paved the way for the formation of clusters of different communities and mixed-races as discussed earlier. Penang also became a hotspot that fostered new developments in term of education and technology. The first English medium school in Malaya – the Penang Free School was established in Penang in 1816. The first Malay school, the Sungai Gelugor School which began operation in 1826, was also started on the island. Subsequently, other schools were set up in Penaga, Bukit Tambun and Permatang Pauh in 1863. In Perak, the first English school was established in Kamunting, Taiping, followed by another school in 1883 which was renamed King Edward VIII School when it moved to its new premises in 1905. In 1897, a Government English School was also set up in Kuala Kangsar, which was named Clifford School in 1928, in honour of the British officer who played a key role in the spread of British influence in Malaya. In 1905, the Malay College was established in Kuala Kangsar at the request of the Malay elites. The school was started to cater specifically for children from royal families and high-ranking officials. It served to transmit knowledge and inculcate values that would enable the students to eventually serve in middle and lower management positions in the colonial administration.


    Realising the positive changes that were taking place in the FMS, the Kedah government took measures to bring about several developments far ahead of their time. Among these were the setting up of “Jawi/Melayu” schools beginning with the Padang Lepai school in 1861 (Noor Arini, 1983: 68–70) and the Government English School in Alor Star in 1908. Both the first and fourth Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman and Dr. Mahathir Mohamad were alumni of this school which was renamed Sultan Abdul Hamid College in 1935 (Mansur, 1983: 93).


    Christian missionary groups also established English schools in the urban areas while Chinese philantrophists and organisations established Chinese independent schools. In Penang, the Chung Hua School was established in 1904 (Tan, 2007: 65) and Chung Ling in 1917. Initially, the Chinese schools operated on their own and used Chinese dialects like Hokkien, Kwangtung, Hakka and others as the medium of instruction. From the early 20th century the Chinese government under the Ch’ing dynasty took control of these schools and began to provide financial aid to reduce the risk of their becoming breeding ground for anti-government sentiments. Beginning from the early 1920s following the cultural revolution which was taking shape in China, the majority of these schools began using Mandarin as their official language. The move was instrumental in nurturing Chinese solidarity in Malaya. To ensure that Chinese students had the opportunity to learn the English language, Anglo-Chinese schools were established while Tamil schools were set up in the estates to cater for children of Indian workers.


    Among the Malays, the more modern religious schools which were known as maahad or madrasah with its progressive curriculum were set-up by the government and the local Malay community alongside the more traditional sekolah pondok. Among these schools were the Madrasah al-Masyhoor in Penang (1918), Maahad Mahmud in Alor Setar (1926), Madrasah Idrisiah in Kuala Kangsar and Maahad Ihya Assyarif in Gunung Semanggol (1930s). The prime movers were individuals of the younger generation who had been exposed to religious revivalism in Egypt, India and Indonesia. In the 20th century some of these religious institutions later became the nourishing ground for the birth of social and political activists who were guided by religious beliefs and principles. It was from these institutions that well known religious figures and social activists from the northern region such as Syaikh Tahir Jalaluddin al-Azhari, Sayyid Syaikh al-Hadi, Syaikh Abdullah al-Maghribi, Syaikh Junaid Thola, Ustaz Abdul Rahman Mustaffa Mahmud, Syaikh Abdullah Fahim and Ustaz Abu Bakar al-Bakir emerged. Other well known religious figures like Dr. Burhanuddin al-Helmi and Syaikh Abu Bakar al-Assy’ari were students of the Madrasah al-Masyhoor in Penang. Musa Ahmad who led the Barisan Tani Se-Malaya which later joined the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) was also from the same school. Syaikh Abu Bakar al-Assy’ari played a crucial role in Perlis by officially declaring that the administration of Muslim affairs in the state should be guided solely by the Syafi’i school as practised in the other states.


    Except for a small percentage of the Chinese Peranakan who enrolled their children in English schools, the majority of the Chinese sent their children to Chinese schools where books and the teachers were brought from China. The close relationship of the Chinese with their country of origin was continously strengthened through education that enabled them to follow developments in China including politics. The multi-faceted Chinese nationalism and political sentiments in China were also experienced by the local Chinese community in the northern region. In this context some members of the community became involved in political organisations like the Tungmenghui, Kuomintang, Kunchandang and the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) making the northern region notably Perak a “hot” region in Malaya from the end of the 1930s until the Japanese surrender in 1945. The MCP which was formed in 1930 was an offshoot of the Nanyang Communist Party which had close ties with the Chinese Communist Party. The MCP produced several notable leaders such as Chin Peng (Chin Peng, 2003) and Eng Ming Ching (Suriani Abdullah) who were raised in Perak and studied in Chinese vernacular schools. Malay MCP leaders like Rashid Maidin and Abdullah Che Dat were also from Perak. They became involved in political activities as a result of interactions with Chinese political activists, before, during and after the Japanese Occupation (Rashid, 2005; Abdullah, 2005; 2007; Chin Peng, 2003; Suriani, 2006).


    Japanese control of Malaya and anti-Japanese nationalism not only united those of Chinese origins worldwide including those from the northern region but also sparked anti-colonial sentiments among the Malays and a cross-section of the Indians. This resulted in Chinese and Malay participation in anti-Japanese and anti-British movements that later facilitated the Pusat Tenaga Rakyat-All Malaya Council of Joint Action (PUTERA-AMCJA) cooperation in the 1940s. The Japanese Occupation also triggered feelings of animosity between the Chinese and Malays who were accused of being pro-Japanese. This caused racial rifts during this period and after the Japanese Occupation. The attacks by Bintang Tiga (Three Star) elements on Malay villages in Bekor (near Kuala Kangsar) in March 1946 and Kampung Cepor (near Gerik) created ill-feelings and suspicion between Chinese and Malays. However, the anti-colonial spirit nurtured during the Japanese Occupation had paved the way for Malay-Chinese cooperation in anti-colonial nationalist movements after the Occupation. The close cooperation and understanding that were created made it possible for the participation of Malays especially former members of the MNP in the MCP through the 10th Regiment which was specifically established to take advantage of the anti-colonial sentiments among the Malay left. The MCP political cooperation model was quite different from the UMNO, Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) and Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) cooperation in the Alliance that allowed each party to exist as separate entities. Caught between the aspiration to drive out the British and the difficulties caused by the constant British attacks and later by the government of the Federation of Malaya, the cooperation between these groups was manifested through their participation in the MCP and the close affinity among them that transcended racial and ethnic boundaries. Rashid Maidin, a Malay of Rawa origin married Chau Chi Chu, who became Selamah Abdullah after her conversion to Islam (Rashid, 2005) while Abdullah Cek Dat (Abdullah, 2007) married Eng Ming Ching who changed her name to Suriani Abdullah (Suriani, 2006). The inter racial marriages that transcended cultural and ethnic boundaries is not an isolated phenomenon; what is notable is that members of the 10th Regiment, remained as Muslims and maintained their identity as Malays even though their religious knowledge was shallow and they had married non-Muslims who subscribed to communist ideology.


    PERAK AS CENTRE FOR POLITICAL ACTIVISM


    Perak, especially its northern part was a fertile ground for the left, religious-based and radical groups which transcended ethnicity. The MNP which was formed in Ipoh on 17th October 1945 was the first official political party in Malaya after the MCP which can be regarded as a full-fledged party. It publicly announced its intention to fight for an independent Malaya together with Indonesia (Abdul Rahman, Azmi and Nazarudin, 2006). Besides several areas in Malaya and Singapore, the MNP and its women wing Angkatan Wanita Sedar (AWAS), and youth wing Angkatan Pemuda Insaf (API), were active in Kuala Kangsar, Balik Pulau, Penang, Perlis and several other places in the northern region. Although the MNP supported the move to unite all the states in the peninsula, it opposed the formation of the Malayan Union because it excluded Singapore and did not include any plans for immediate independence for Malaya. In fact the Malayan Union was for the establishment of greater colonial role in the Malay states. Under the leadership of Dr. Burhanuddin al-Helmi who hailed from Tanjung Tualang in Perak, the MNP became active in the Congress of Malay Associations which opposed the Malayan Union and in the formation of UMNO in May 1946. Several other prominent figures from the northern region had also played important roles in the opposition against the Malayan Union. They included Mustapha Hussein from Matang, who had led the KMM alongside Ibrahim Haji Ya’kob before and during the Japanese Occupation; Bukit Gantang territorial chief Dato’ Abdul Wahab, President of the Perak Malay Alliance; Haji Hussain Cek Dol, Senu Abdul Rahman and Mohd. Rejab bin Haji Darus from the Kedah Malay Union; and Mohd. bin Jamil and Azahari Taib from Syarikat Berkerjasama Kedah dan Saiburi (SEBERKAS). The gathering of 50,000 Kedahans initiated by the Kedah Malay Union on 19 January 1946 was the first gathering of such proportion aimed at opposing the Malayan Union. This was one of the earliest gatherings with protestors carrying anti-British banners like “British Pecah Amanah” and “Kita Tidak Boleh Percaya Lagi Kepada Kerajaan Inggeris” (Ibrahim, 1981: 66).


    Although it rarely existed separately, the roles played by religious theologians and teachers like Abdullah Fahim, Abu Bakar al-Bakir and Haji Hussein Cek Dol in the anticolonial stirrings are significant. If Chinese schools and night classes had been instrumental in raising the political awareness of Chinese youths, a sizeable number of Islamic educational institutions like the pondok and maahad had played a similar role to create political awareness among the Malays. In Perak the Maahad Ihya-Assyarif of Gunung Semanggol often hosted gatherings of people from all walks of life to discuss issues related to the Muslim community and the future of the nation. These gatherings which were open to all including UMNO members and non-Malay observers represented organisations like the Malayan Democratic Union and the MCP. Following these gatherings several working committees on the economy, religion and education such as the Pusat Perekonomian Melayu SeMalaya (PEPERMAS), Majlis Agama Tertinggi SeMalaya (MATA) and Lembaga Pendidikan Rakyat (LEPIR) were set up in 1947. In March 1948 the first Islamic political party in the country the Hizbul Muslimin was established (Nabir, 1976). The stirrings in Gunung Semanggol caused exasperation among UMNO leaders who felt threatened while the British government was confronted with demands for independence based on Islamic principles. After the murder of three European estate managers in Sungai Siput on 16 June 1948, a state of Emergency was declared on 18 June and many MNP and Hizbul Muslimin members were subsequently arrested. These arrests considerably weakened both parties. It was in Bagan in Penang, the second Islamic political party which was earlier known as Persatuan Muslim Se-Tanah Melayu (PAS) was launched on 23 August 1951 (Safie, 1981). The only seat that was won by a party other than the Alliance in the first general elections in 1955 was the Kerian Utara seat which is located in the northern region. The remaining 51 seats were won by the Alliance which comprised UMNO, MCA and MIC. Towards the end of December of the same year, the Baling Peace talks were held in Kedah, between the newly elected government and the MCP to end the emergency. Whether by chance or design, the talks failed and the MCP continued its armed revolt until the signing of the Peace Treaty in 1989 in Sadao.


    CONCLUSION


    From the perspective of ethnic identity and political ideology, historical development in the northern region appears to provide pointers of the future developments in the region. The cooperation among the various parties that formed the Alliance prior to independence, also appears to have determined that the Chief Minister of Penang should be from the Chinese community while the Governor’s post is held by a Malay. Only the state of Penang implemented this leadership principle. Until May 1969 the Chief Minister was from the MCA. When the Alliance was defeated in Penang in the 1969 elections, the post was held by Gerakan which controlled the majority of seats in the State Assembly. After the May 1969 riots and to reduce racial tension, a coalition government consisting of Gerakan and the Alliance was formed in Penang in February 1972. In June 1974 the National Front or Barisan Nasional (BN) came into being to replace the Alliance and this paved the way for Penang to be governed by a group of parties which also controlled the federal government in Kuala Lumpur. This continued until the 2008 general election when the coalition of opposition parties comprising the Democratic Action Party (DAP), Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR) and PAS took control of the Penang state assembly. As a result the Chief Ministership and Deputy Chief Minister II went to the DAP while the post of Deputy Chief Minister I was held by the PKR. For the first time, in the history of Penang, the northern region and the country, an ethnic Indian was appointed deputy chief minister of a state. The 2008 general election also marked the first-ever defeat of the BN and the victory of the DAP-PKR-PAS coalition in two northern states – Kedah and Perak. The government of Kedah was led by PAS which held the Chief Ministership; PAS also had several members serving as State Executive Councillors. In Perak, after an agreement between DAP and PAS, a PAS member was named Chief Minister although DAP had won the most number of seats in the state. This was because the state constitution does not allow a non-Malay-Muslim to become Chief Minister. Nevertheless, this arrangement did not last long when two assemblymen from PKR defected allowing the BN to take power with a single seat majority. Following this the Perak ruler declared BN was given the mandate to form the new Perak government. In the subsequent general elections on 5 May 2013, BN managed to maintain its political power in Perak, albeit with a small majority. Pakatan Rakyat spearheaded by PAS was unsuccessful in its bid to defend its position in Kedah as the BN had won more seats. All developments relating to the 2008 and 2013 general elections and the formation of four new state governments after these elections was the manifestation of the climax of the historical heritage and the formation of a new political race in Malaysia following the confluence of indigenous-Malay-Islamic traditions with the immigrant-foreign heritage following the social and political developments of the 19th and 20th centuries.
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    NOTES


    1.A Malay version of the essay was published as “Wilayah Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Warisan Sejarah dan Asas Rupa Diri Kebangsaan” in Warisan Wilayah Utara Semenanjung Malaysia ed. Ooi Keat Gin. Penang: Universiti Sains Malaysia Press.


    2.The term “Orang Perak” (people of Perak) used here has the same meaning as the “Perak Man” which is used by other scholars.


    3.As decided by the “Perlembagaan Rakyat” (Peoples’ Constitution) which was agreed by PUTERA and the AMCJA, both Malays and non-Malays have decided that the Malayan nationality was to be known as “MELAYU”.


    4.The language of the Melaka Babas was estimated to be made up of 70% Malay words and 30% Hokkien words while for the Penang Babas it is 70% Hokkien words and 30% Malay words.
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    Penang, one of the component states of Malaysia, represents a microcosm of the multiethnic, multicultural and multi-religious characteristics of the country’s celebrated diversity. The state of Penang comprised the island and an adjacent rectangular strip of land on the mainland known as Province Wellesley (Seberang Perai). Contemporary Penang’s racial diversity is undoubtedly one of its strengths offering a rich and colourful admixture of sociocultural traits and traditions. But more significantly is the peaceful, harmonious co-existence of the various ethnic groups living in close quarters to one another. Penang’s sociocultural traits and diverse traditions traced their genesis to the establishment in 1786 of George Town as a port-of-call of the East India Company (EIC). As a British administered trading outpost, Penang drew merchants and traders from as far as northern Europe, North America, as well as from South, Southeast and East Asia. It was from such beginnings that George Town subsequently evolved into a cosmopolitan port-city. This article seeks to trace Penang’s historical development from the social and economic aspects specifically of the contributing factors to its socio-cultural characteristics and identity of George Town and Penang in general. It will be argued that Penang since its formative days as a port-city had embraced and nurtured multiculturalism in all its facets that subsequently contributed to the development of disparate identities along ethnic lines. The years 1780–1941 covered the period from its establishment as a trading outpost to the eve of the Asia Pacific War (1941–1945).
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    INTRODUCTION


    Penang, one of the component states of Malaysia, represents a microcosm of the multiethnic, multicultural and multi-religious characteristics of the country’s celebrated diversity.1 The state of Penang comprises the tortoise-shaped island and adjacent rectangular strip of land on the mainland known as Province Wellesley (Seberang Perai). Contemporary Penang’s racial diversity is one of its strengths offering a rich and colourful admixture of socio-cultural traits and traditions. But more significantly is the peaceful, harmonious co-existence of the various ethnic communities living in close quarters to one another.


    Penang’s socio-cultural traits and diverse traditions traced their genesis to the establishment in 1786 of George Town as a port-of-call of the East India Company (EIC). As a British-administered trading outpost, Penang drew merchants and traders from as far as northern Europe, North America, as well as from South, Southeast and East Asia. It was from such beginnings that George Town subsequently evolved into a cosmopolitan port-city. This article examines Penang’s historical development from the social and economic aspects particularly of the contributing factors to its socio-cultural characteristics and identity of George Town specifically and Penang generally. The article argues that Penang had since its formative days as a port-city had embraced and nurtured multiculturalism in all its facets that subsequently contributed to the development of disparate identities along ethnic lines. The years 1780s and 1941 covered the period from its establishment as a trading outpost to the eve of the Pacific War (1941–1945).


    There were Malay settlements on Penang Island and Province Wellesley prior to the establishment of an EIC trading outpost in 1786.2 The latter was a confluence of motives from various quarters, notably the EIC, Francis Light (1740–1794), an English country trader, and the Kedah rulers.3


    The need to protect the EIC’s lucrative China trade in luxury goods (tea, silk, porcelain) and to safeguard British military and strategic interests in the Bay of Bengal and the Straits of Melaka led the EIC to undertake steps to secure Penang. The rulers of Kedah – Sultan Muhammad Jewa (1710–1773) and Sultan Abdullah Mukaram Shah (1773–1798) – were willing to cede territories in return for British protection against their enemies, namely Burma (Myanmar) and Siam (Thailand).


    In January 1787, Governor-General Lord Cornwallis of India (1786–1793) decided that it was not in the EIC’s interest to render military assistance to Kedah. But determined that Penang be retained, Light delayed revealing to the sultan the EIC’s refusal for military aid until June 1788. Understandably Sultan Abdullah demanded that the British leave Penang. Light instead ordered an assault on the forts at Prai on the mainland in April 1791 destroying the batteries and routing the Kedah forces. Defeat forced Sultan Abdullah to sign the Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Alliance on 1 May 1791 that neither addressed the cession of Penang nor EIC military protection for Kedah. A decade later in June 1800 the EIC contracted an agreement with Kedah’s Sultan Dhiauddin Mukarram Shah (1798–1803) for the cession of a stretch of territory opposite the island between Kuala Muda and Kuala Krian that became Province Wellesley.


    THE ALLURE OF PENANG


    Penang’s trade flourished largely consequent of Light’s administrative and development policies, the faith and confidence in a British-administered trading port, and the practice of free trade. The Supreme Government4 declaration “to make the Port free to all nations” that boosted Penang’s commercial success (Clodd, 1948: 59). Traders flocked to this new free port-city to avoid taxes from capricious native rulers and the monopolistic Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC) ([Dutch] United East India Company). Light, in fact, had instituted free trade even before the above-mentioned instructions from Acting Governor General Sir John Macpherson were received.5


    Within three years of its establishment Penang exhibited impressive trade figures (Table 1).



    Table 1: Early trade of Penang, 1789 and 1804


    
      
        	
          Year

        

        	
          Total value of imports and exports (Sp $)

        
      


      
        	
          1789

        

        	
          853,592

        
      


      
        	
          1804

        

        	
          1,418,200

        
      

    



    * The Spanish Dollar was pegged to the price of silver that fluctuated between 3s. 6d. and 4s. 6d. sterling. Often 4s. was accepted as the mean.


    Source: Straits Settlements Records, Vol. 3, 20 June 1788; Leith (1804: 57–59).


    The trade at Penang was borne of the transhipment of products from the east that were re-packed and forwarded to the west, and vice versa. George Town was an entrepôt that served the triangular trade between Southeast Asia, East Asia, and South and West Asia and Europe. The general pattern of Penang’s trade is best illustrated in the following quote and Table 2.


    
      The manufactures of Great Britain and [British] India were brought to [Penang] for distribution throughout the East Indian Islands [present-day Malaysia and Indonesia], while the products of the [Malay] Archipelago were collected there for transmission to India, China, and the United Kingdom. The principal imports from Britain and India were opium and piece goods (woolen, cotton, and silk cloths), steel, gunpowder, iron and chinaware. These were sold at Penang for the typical products of the Archipelago … Straits produce, e.g. rice, tin, spices, rattans, gold-dust, ivory, ebony, and pepper. The greater part of these commodities came from the countries lying near Penang, and especially Burma, the Malay Peninsula, and Sumatra. Owing to Penang’s position on the western edge of the Archipelago, its trade with the islands to the east of Sumatra and the Peninsula was comparatively small. A large and increasingly important part of the commerce of Penang was carried on by native merchants, who collected the Straits produce, and sold it in Penang, buying in exchange British and Indian manufactures.


      (Mills, 1966: 41)

    



    Table 2: Trade Pattern of Penang, 1841–1914


    [image: art]


    Source: Straits Settlements Blue Books for aforesaid years.


    Both Asian and European traders contributed to the growth and development of George Town.


    
      Both Europeans and natives were necessary for the growth of Penang’s trade. Without [this symbiotic combination] British commerce would have developed much more slowly, in fact [George] town would never have existed: but without Asiatic assistance the growth of trade would have been crippled …


      (Mills, 1966: 39–40)

    


    This combined effort can be discerned in the spatial pattern of Light’s George Town that remained generally intact to a great extent to the present (Figure 1). The business district represented by Beach Street (Lebuh Pantai) ran from the port southwesterly to Prangin Creek (Jalan Prangin) with Chulia Street (Lebuh Chulia) as the divider: the upper, northern end were lined with European establishments such as agency houses, shipping lines, freight companies, forwarding firms, insurance agents, whereas the lower, southern half of the street were the domain of Asian, mainly Chinese, trading concerns.


    
      [image: art]


      Figure 1: The growth areas of George Town.


      Source: Ooi (2002: 23).

    


    Maintaining law and order was the primary task of any newly established settlement. George Town, like most port-cities, had a transient population, and any wrongdoing and injustice would escape unnoticed if there were no proper law courts and policing. For instance, some fracas occurred in October 1787 where some European sailors created much havoc in George Town.


    
      The riots these people [European seamen] committed in striking and abusing and plundering the [local native] inhabitants made it necessary to establish a Police [force]. Also great disorder is occasioned by a number of people retailing a very cheap and destructive spirit [arrack].


      (Clodd, 1948: 62)

    


    Light utilised this incident to appeal to Calcutta (Kolkata). As the Supreme Government was apparently unresponsive Light initiated measures to maintain peace and harmonious existence of the multiethnic population that had dramatically increased with the growth of trade. Within two years of its establishment, the number of inhabitants reached 1,000; by 1804, it grew to 12,000 (Straits Settlements Records, Vol. 3, 5 and 6; Leith, 1804: 29).


    Light adopted the time-tested kapitan system whereby a headman or kapitan (captain) was appointed for each ethnic community or geographical group of people.6 For instance, for the Chinese community, a prominent merchant would be anointed as Kapitan China, for the Indian Muslims, a Kapitan Keling, and so forth. The Kapitan China acted as an intermediary and representative between Light’s administration and the Chinese community; any issues, problems and/or disputes that unsettled peace and harmony within the community was the responsibility of the Kapitan China. The kapitan system was not only effective and economical (kapitan did not receive any remuneration only honour and respect) but also a guise of indirect rule over the population that the colonial authorities had little inkling of their customs, practices, and traditions.


    Then in 1788, and again in 1794, Calcutta forwarded regulations that became general rules pertaining to minor crimes (Straits Settlements Records, Vol. 6, 1 August 1794; [Blundell], 1851a V: 294–300). In March 1807 Penang was granted a Charter of Justice that established a Court of Judicature presided by a recorder (hence Recorder’s Court) with the governor and three councilors on the bench. This charter was primarily based on the Indian Penal Code. Sir Edmund Stanley was the inaugural recorder in May 1808 (City Council of George Town, 1966: 9). The Recorder’s Court replaced the kapitan system that was officially discarded.


    In practice, however, the Chinese continued to bring their disputes to their “kapitan,” a respected elder, often one amongst the most successful merchants took on the responsibility as a mediator who adjudicated on customary issues and practices within the community. Although there is little documented evidence to indicate the aforesaid practice of seeking the assistance of the kapitan in resolving problems, there is no reason to doubt that this practice might be commonplace and much were carried out orally and informally.7 Taking their disputes to a respected elder, a clan leader, was an accepted and familiar practice rather than to a formal alien institution such as the Recorder’s Court presided over by non-Chinese “outsiders” (British officials). Likewise this “voluntary kapitan arrangement” operated within other ethnic communities that preferred to settle their problems from within rather than from without (Turnbull, 1972: 106).


    The administration of land was a measure by Light to achieve two objectives, namely to transform Penang into a “second Moluccas”, and to draw permanent settlers in lieu of a floating and transitory population of traders and merchants. It was Light’s intention to wean off dependence on the Dutch possession for spices hence liberal land grants were given to would-be settlers and at the same time enthusiastically promoted commercial agriculture. Initial steps were taken to clear land for rice cultivation and market gardening as means to attain food self-sufficiency.


    But Light’s agricultural vision failed owing to natural causes, inexperience and unfavourable market conditions. Early attempts to cultivate spices such as cloves, nutmeg, and cinnamon were unsuccessful due to inexperience of the planters. The onset of the Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) offered a golden opportunity for the EIC to forcibly seize spice plants such as clove, nutmeg, mace, and others directly from the Dutch-held Moluccas; the Dutch were officially Britain’s enemy when the Low Countries allied with the French Republic. The seedlings were nurtured in Penang with high hopes (Leith, 1804: 30, 35).


    Pepper appeared to be the most successful crop. Introduced from Aceh in the late 1790s it enjoyed some prosperity (Straits Settlements Records, Vol. 3, 14 March 1788; Clodd, 1948: 61). Until 1810 the annual pepper output averaged 1.6 million kilograms, and the quality it seemed was unsurpassed in the region (Low, 1836: 40; Crawfurd, 1820 II: 359). Handsome returns of some Sp$400,000 were registered for pepper in 1804. But Napoleon’s continental blockade closed European ports and hence the market to Penang’s pepper, and competition from Malabar pepper resulted in steady decline. By the early 1830s pepper exports plummeted to Sp$5,000; in 1835 the quantity exported was reduced to about 100,000 kilograms. A decade later, pepper, once the staple export crop, was undertaken by a handful of Chinese cultivators for local consumption (Low, 1836: 16–17; [Blundell], 1850a IV: 378). By then nutmegs and cloves had succeeded as the staple export crops attained peak production in 1860. But subsequently disease destroyed the spice plants inflicting losses and snuffed confidence (Straits Settlements Annual Report, 1860–1861: 20; Straits Settlements Annual Report, 1861–1862: 36).


    In attempting to draw settlers to the new settlement, Light, on the authority of Macpherson, offered free grants of land. Lord Cornwallis confirmed the generous offering of land: “We leave it to your discretion to receive such colonists as you may think it safe and advisable to admit and to give each family such portion of land as circumstances will allow and you may judge expedient” (Clodd, 1948: 108–109). But such generosity of perpetuity land grants was to encounter problems at a later stage (see Stevens, 1929: 388, 396).


    FROM SOJOURNERS TO SETTLERS


    Initially, many flocked to Penang primarily for trade and after completing their commercial activities would return to their homeland. Subsequently, many of these merchants established businesses in George Town and settled down, some with local women, others had wives brought from the home country; the sojourner had turned settler.


    When Light landed at Penaga Point, present day Esplanade or Padang, on 17 July 1786, accompanying him were five of his staff and 14 European civilians comprising “two merchants, a tavern-keeper, a ship’s carpenter, a caulker, a cooper, a planter, a dealer, a blacksmith, a builder, a shopkeeper, a beach-master, a mariner and a ship-builder” (City Council of George Town, 1966: 1).


    Apart from Malay settlements on the island, the bulk of the settlers in George Town were immigrants from neighbouring territories. The free trade concept, the generous grants of land, and the confidence in a British administration brought many to this newly established outpost of the EIC. Consequently by 1804 the population on the island reached 12,000 (Table 3).



    Table 3: Population of Penang Island, 1797–1941


    
      
        	Year

        	Population
      


      
        	1797

        	6,937
      


      
        	1801

        	10,310
      


      
        	1804

        	12,000
      


      
        	1812

        	23,418
      


      
        	1820

        	28,849
      


      
        	1830

        	33,959
      


      
        	1842

        	40,499
      


      
        	1851

        	43,143
      


      
        	1860

        	59,956
      


      
        	1931

        	218,463
      


      
        	1941

        	247,460
      

    



    Sources: Jackson, 1961: 5; Leith, 1804: 29; Purcell, 1967: x, 68.


    What was unique of the immigrant population was its admixture of a vast variety of ethnicity originating from various corners of the world. Besides the majority communities like Indians and Chinese there were smaller enclaves of Eurasians, Burmese (Myanmarese), Siamese (Thais), Acehnese, Arabs, Armenians, Jews, Japanese and Europeans, some arriving during the formative years while others settled later. Not only was Penang’s population from its very beginning colourful and variegated but also multiethnicity, multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism were readily embraced.


    In 1794, Light remarked about the south Indian Muslims whom he referred to as “Chuliahs.”


    
      … the Chuliahs, or people from the several ports on the coast of Coromandel. The greater part of these [them] have long been inhabitants of Quedah [Kedah] and some of them were born there. They are all shopkeepers or coolies. About one thousand are settled here, some with families. The vessels from the coast bring over annually 1,500 or 2,000 men, who by traffic and various kinds of labour obtain a few dollars with which they return to their homes and are succeeded by others.


      ([Blundell], 1851b V: 9)

    


    A decade later Leith reiterated the transient character of the Chuliahs (Leith, 1804: 47).


    Merchants from Bombay (Mumbai) also flocked to the new settlement for commercial and trading opportunities. They opened direct business links with their compatriots. The Indian mercantile community gradually increased in numbers and became more stabilised when families from India joined those in Penang.


    Indian convicts were brought into Penang as early as the late 1780s as labour for public works. The Indian convict population progressively increased when Penang was designated a penal station in 1795 replacing Fort Blair in the Andamans (Rajendra, 1983; McNair, 1899; Turnbull, 1970). Around 1800, there were some 130 convicts engaged in making roads and the construction of public buildings. Their contribution proved essential to the extent that Leith requested for a further supply of 250 to 300 convicts (City Council of George Town, 1966: 4). In 1805, a year previous to Penang ceasing as a penal centre, the number of convicts was 772 (Jackson, 1961: 7; City Council of George Town, 1966: 4–5).


    Indian troops, Hindus and Muslims, mainly from Madras (Chennai) comprised the garrison force at Penang. Their families were brought over from India to join the men serving in this new British outpost. Others of the Indian community include Bengalis, Parsees, Punjabis, Sindhis and Gujeratis from north India, and Tamils from the southern provinces. Tamils, who came in droves towards the late 19th century and early 20th century, constituted the majority within the Indian community (Chanderbali, 2008).


    Light noted in his diary for 18 July 1786, one day upon his arrival on the island, that several Chinese led by a “Captain China” presented him with a gift of fishing nets ([Blundell], 1850b, IV: 629, 636). Their appearance was fortuitous as more of their countrymen came to settle. By September 1787, it was reported that Chinese-owned shops were “pretty extensive” and there were some 60 Chinese families in residence ([Blundell], 1850b, IV: 641–2).


    Light described the Chinese settlers as:


    
      the most valuable part of our inhabitants; they are men, women and children about 3,000, they possess the different trades of carpenters, masons and smiths, are traders, shopkeepers and planters, [and] they employ small vessels and prows and send adventures to the surrounding countries.


      ([Blundell] 1851b,V: 9)

    


    During Leith’s tenure the Chinese were estimated to number some 6,000; the wealthier class owning “valuable estates, in land and houses” and were pepper planters whereas the others were artisans, labourers, fishermen and market gardeners commanding high wages because they were “laboriously good workmen” (Leith, 1804: 25, 80). The Chinese were greatly encouraged to settle in Penang as they were regarded by Light as “a valuable acquisition” and “the only people of the [E]ast from whom a revenue [might] be raised without expense and extraordinary efforts of government” ([Blundell] 1851b, V: 9). The insatiable appetite of the Chinese for opium and arrack, and activities such as gambling, enabled the authorities to collect indirect taxes through the excise farm system.


    Chinese arrivals originated from neighbouring territories like Kedah, southern Siam particularly Junk Ceylon (Phuket) and Pattani, northern Sumatra and Melaka. Subsequently, there evolved a sub-group within the Chinese community known as Baba Nyonya8 or Straits Chinese.9 It was not inconceivable that long-settled Chinese families in Kedah and Penang intermarried with local “Malay” women such as Kedah Malays, the peoples of the then Dutch East Indies like Acehnese, Bataks, Javanese or Boyanese. Intermarriages also occurred between the Chinese, Siamese and Burmese communities.


    Like their counterparts in Melaka, the Baba Nyonya of Penang represented a syncretic amalgamation of Sino-Malay culture. While the Daoist-Buddhist beliefs and tenets of Confucianism such as ancestor worship were adhered to, the Baba Nyonya adopted much from Malay socio-cultural traditions in terms of cuisine, attire (especially for women) and home-language (retention of Hokkien dialect juxtaposed with interjections of Malay and English).10


    While the Baba preferred Western suits to Chinese garments, the Nyonya’s clothing was decidedly Malay with the sarung as the mainstay. The Nyonya kitchen served spicy, Malay-based cuisine with liberal Siamese import. There was a distinct preference for English-medium schooling for both sons and daughters and joining the civil service or as professionals (doctors, lawyers, architects, or engineers) over business pursuits.


    From the late 1820s and 1830s the yearly landings of sinkheh (guest, new arrivals) at the Penang harbour numbered between 2,000 and 3,000 mainly from the southeastern provinces of Guangdong and Fujian (Purcell, 1967: 58). Originating from different districts within the same province, and divided along dialect lines, the Chinese population exhibited schism and clannishness. Hokkiens and Teochews were the ascendant dialect communities in terms of numbers and socio-economic standing. Trading, real estate, large plantation-scale commercial agriculture, and retail shopkeeping were the forte of Hokkiens and, to a lesser extent, Teochews. The Cantonese were less numerous but considered more hardy and robust for it was them, together with Malays, that were employed in clearing the dense tropical jungle and thick undergrowth and preparing the land for cultivation (Purcell, 1967: 44, 60). Cantonese predominated as artisans (blacksmiths, carpenters, shoemakers), and some in retail trade. Other Chinese dialect groups included Hakkas, with arrivals particularly after the mid-19th century and Hailam or Hainanese from Hainan Island who specialised in food preparation serving as cooks and as proprietors of beverage outlets (kopitiam, literally coffee-shop).


    Chinese town dwellers focused on commercial undertakings. Based in George Town, the towkay11 oversaw his commercial domain that extended to plantations and mining activities on the mainland stretching as far south as Perak and Selangor, southern Thailand (Phuket, Patani, Songkhla) and northern Sumatra (Medan, Aceh). Other towkay established themselves in coastal shipping, tin smelting, wholesaling (importers and exporters), revenue farming (colonial government monopolies in opium, gambling, arrack) and the retail and distribution trade. The Chinese had a strong niche in retail trade and Chinese shop-houses predominate the build-landscape of inner George Town. Besides the sugar planters in Province Wellesley, Chinese (mostly Teochew) commercial agricultural activities (fruits and spices) vied with European holdings on the island. A Chinese English-educated clerical class dominated the colonial bureaucracy and European commercial firms and banks.


    The Indians competed with the Chinese in commercial and trading activities. The northern Indians and the Indian Muslims had a fair share in wholesaling and the retail and distribution trade dealing in different trade goods (sub-continent) from their Chinese counterparts (mainland China). Money lending was the forte of the chettiar, a prosperous Indian Hindu clan. Tamils mainly worked as labourers, stevedores, plantation workers, and in petty trading. Sikhs and Indian Muslims served in the colonial constabulary.


    Borne of unions between Indians (both Muslims and Hindus) and local Malay Muslim women particularly from Kedah, Jawi-Peranakan was a dominant community in the early decades of Penang’s establishment (Omar and Jamaluddin, 2010; Fujimoto, 1989). Not only Indian Muslim traders who easily assimilated into the local Malay Muslim culture married with Malay Muslim women and settled in Penang but also Tamil Hindus who were brought over as labourers in the colonial public works, plantation workers (cane sugar, later rubber, etc.), port and wharf workers, and the railroad married local Malay women and embraced Islam (Ooi, 2009: 140–141; Halimah and Zainab, 2004). The Jawi-Peranakan traditionally dominated such economic niche areas as nasi kandar (rice with an assortment of curries), mee goreng (fried noodles), money changing, gold and jewellery, newspaper vendors, small sundry stalls, barbers, printers and publishing, bakery and bread distributors. George Town has long been the home-base to the Jawi-Peranakan community since the 19th century.


    In spite of Penang being a British port and settlement, the European community was small (Harper, 2010; Butcher, 1979). Apart from colonial bureaucrats, Europeans constituted the managerial staff in the agency houses and trading establishments, shipping companies, banks, plantations, and in the professions (engineers, lawyers, doctors, surveyors).


    Whereas the bulk of the Chinese, Indian and European population concentrated in George Town on the island, Malay kampung (villages) dotted the northern half of Province Wellesley in proximity to Kedah. Malay involvement in mercantile activities was limited; the majority engaged in rice farming and coastal fishing. An influx of Malays began to move into Province Wellesley following the Siamese occupation of Kedah from 1821. Consequently, Province Wellesley’s population expanded dramatically that by 1858 recorded 67,000 comprising 54,000 Malays, 8,000 Chinese, and 5,000 Indians (Turnbull, 1972: 14–15).


    During its formative years, Penang was home to several minority ethnic groups, viz. Armenians, Burmese, Eurasians, Jews, Arabs and Siamese each bringing with them their unique customs and traditions, characteristic lifestyles (attire, food), colourful celebrations and festivities, religious observances and rituals that added to the multicultural scenery of Penang.


    Penang had a long and mutually beneficial economic relationship with Aceh. The 1830s and 1840s witnessed the success and expansion of the Aceh-Penang pepper trade (Shaffer, 2013: 123–124). Besides mutually enriching both ports, the pepper trade also caused the settlement of Acehnese merchants in Penang. Islam bonded the Acehnese with local Malays, Arabs and other Muslim communities. Subsequently, within one or two generations, the Acehnese were almost completely assimilated into the predominant Malay community through commercial ties and intermarriages.


    The close links between the Acehnese and Arab communities owed to two Arab entrepreneurs from Aceh: Syed Hussain al-Aidid and Syed Jaffar. Syed Hussain al-Aidid, a prominent pepper merchant, settled in Penang with his family in the early 1790s. Together with Syed Jaffar, Syed Hussain established a Malay Muslim entrepreneurial enclave in George Town centering at Acheen Street. Gudang Aceh (Aceh Ware House), or Rumah Tinggi (lit. “Tall House”), served both as Syed Hussain’s business centre overseeing the spice trade and his residence.


    Reputed for their industry, early Javanese settlers in Penang were engaged as agricultural workers in the spice and sugar plantations. Besides employment as labourers by the one and only tin smelting company in George Town, the Eastern Smelting Company at Dato Kramat, the majority of Javanese worked and lived in Province Wellesley as factory labourers on sugar plantations (Ooi, 2001). Some Javanese and Boyanese served as plantation hands to work off debts to the ship’s master who brought them on the pilgrimage to Mecca. Other Javanese together with Tamils were indentured labourers “who bound themselves to serve for a specific period” (Cavenagh, 1884: 280). Owing to Dutch prohibition, there were no large-scale immigration of Javanese and Boyanese hence ensuring a small community resident in Penang. Like the Acehnese and the Arabs, both Javanese and Boyanese were easily assimilated into the larger Malay population.


    The area around present-day Pulau Tikus, on the northwestern outskirts of George Town, was a Burmese-Siamese enclave that remained to this day notably their urban villages surrounding the Lorong Burmah area. Penang had long commercial ties with southern Burma and the southern provinces of Siam. Siamese and Burmese settlers worked in commercial agricultural plantations and some involved in petty trade. Intermarriages were not uncommon between Siamese and Burmese with Chinese. Siamese and Burmese Buddhist temples and stupas were constructed in the vicinity of Lorong Burmah and Lorong Perak that today are tourist attractions.


    Following the European War (1914–1918), the boom years of tin and rubber attracted Japanese entrepreneurs to settle in Penang. They functioned as traders and financiers involved in primary commodities (rubber and tin) while others came as dentists and photographers. Females were brought in to work in the numerous brothels of George Town (Tan, 2013: 8–20). These early Japanese residents kept within their own self-contained community having its own distinct social and cultural organisations including schools and associations. The Japanese community, however, remained small.


    Even much smaller than the Japanese presence were the Armenians who first settled in Penang at the turn of the 19th century. These traders and entrepreneurs from Armenia, in southern present-day Russia, ventured to Southeast Asia in pursuit of their fortunes. The Sarkies brothers, Tigran and Martin, were eminent hoteliers managing well-known landmark properties like the Eastern & Oriental (E & O) Hotel in George Town and the Crag Hotel atop Penang Hill.12 The E & O enjoyed a sustained reputation as one of the most prominent and prestigious hotels east of the Suez Canal (Sharp, 2008).


    East European Jews who arrived during the 19th century mainly engaged in trading activities and posed as bankers and financiers. The Jewish Cemetery at Yahudi Road (Jalan Zainal Abidin) in George Town with many tombstones with Hebrew inscriptions testified to a once prosperous community.


    Intermarriages between Europeans and Asians produced a rich cultural admixture reflected in the Eurasian community (Goh, 2002: 97–122). The mixed ancestries comprised on the one hand Portuguese, English, Dutch, Irish, Scots, French, Italian and German, while on the other, Malay, Chinese, Indian, Burmese and Siamese. A community of Eurasians from Kuala Kedah was one of the first immigrants to Penang. The Eurasian pioneers settled in the heart of George Town, namely at China Street and Bishop Street. In 1910s another community of Eurasians from Phuket (southern Siam) settled in Pulau Tikus in what subsequently became Kampung Serani (Eurasian Village). Being predominantly Christians, Catholics for those of Portuguese ancestry and Protestants of Anglo-Dutch lineage, the Eurasians in Penang subscribed to the English-medium mission schools. Owing to their Western-oriented background Eurasians tended to share a common affinity with the English-educated Baba Nyonya. Their educational background enabled Eurasians to serve in clerical positions in the colonial bureaucracy, European businesses, and the professions. Penang Eurasians converse in an English patois with traces of Portuguese, Malay and Siamese elements.


    A contemporary in 1802 described the early multiethnic character of Penang.


    
      The greater part of this community are but sojourners for a time, so that the population of the island is continually shifting as to the individual members of whom it is composed; this population includes British subjects, foreigners, both Europeans and Americans, people of colour originally descended from European fathers and Asiatic mothers [Eurasians], Armenians, Parsees, Arabs, Chooliars (Indians), Malays from the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, and the Eastern Islands, Bugeses from Borneo, Celebes and other islands in the China Seas, Burmans from Pegu, Siamese, Javanese, Chinese, with Musselmen and Hindoos from the [East India] Company’s territories in India.


      (Dickens, 1851: 297)

    


    EMBRACING MULTICULTURALISM


    Penang from its early beginnings and subsequently throughout its colonial period accepted and practiced multiculturalism. Vincent N. Parrillo defines multiculturalism as “a belief, ideology, movement, or policy that … essentially advocates the peaceful coexistence of different cultural, ethnic, and/or racial groups within a single society interacting with one another on a mutually respectful, equal basis” (Parrillo, 2008 I: 598). For Superintendent Francis Light and his successors of colonial administrators, multiculturalism was adopted as an unwritten policy owing more to pragmatism rather than any preconceived ideological orientation or abiding by some movement and/or popular trend then. Apart from the so-called Penang Riots (1867), the multiethnic population had coexisted harmoniously with one another.13 The colonial authorities, to borrow the contemporary label, were practicing integrative pluralists who believed and emphasised that Penang’s “strength lies in its diversity, that the blends and contrasts of its different peoples generate a dynamic synergy in its culture, quality of life, and achievements” (Parrillo, 2008 I: 599).


    The spatial pattern of businesses, socio-cultural institutions, houses of worship, and residences in George Town were integrative among the different racial communities often in close proximity to one another. Light laid down the grid of the town designating functional areas (Table 4; see Figure 1).



    Table 4: Early functional areas of George Town


    
      
        	Function

        	Area
      


      
        	Governmental and civic

        	Esplanade and Fort Cornwallis (bounded by Esplanade Road, Fort Road and the Esplanade, Duke Street, Green Hall, Light Street and King Edward Place).
      


      
        	Trade and commerce

        	Initial commercial district (bounded by a part of Light Street as its northern perimeter, the northern section of Beach Street serving as its eastern extent, while the northern part of Chulia Street posed as its southern limit, and Pitt Street as its western boundary. The streets within this rectangular-shaped precinct are King Street, Penang Street, Union Street, Bishop Street, Church Street, China Street, Market Street and Queen Street).
      


      
        	Sino-Malay quarter

        	Chinese clan houses and Muslim enclave (Chulia Street as its northern perimeter, Beach Street on the east, Malay Street to the south, and Carnarvon Street as its western boundary. Within this quarter are Acheen Street, Armenian Street, Carnarvon Lane, Prangin Lane, Kampong Kolam, Pitt Street, Ah Quee Street, Buckingham Street, Sek Chuan Lane, Cheapside, Kampong Kaka and Pitt Lane.
      


      
        	Socio-cultural enclave

        	Socio-cultural enclave (bounded from clockwise Farquhar Street, Pitt Street, the section of Chulia Street between Love Lane and Penang Road, and the stretch of Penang Road until the intersection with Argyll Road. The area crisscrossed by Stewart Lane, Argus Lane, Chulia Lane, Klang Street, Mosque Road, Muda Lane, Market Lane, Love Lane, Muntri Street and Leith Street).
      

    



    Note: The original street names have more or less remained intact; substitute the English terms to Malay, thus “Street” to “Lebuh,” “Road” as “Jalan,” and “Lane,” as “Lorong.”


    Source: Ooi (2002: 24, 40, 61, 75).


    George Town’s streetscape on the eve of the Japanese Occupation was not far different from what it was in the 19th century where Anglo-Indian colonial architectural styles were adopted for civic and governmental buildings juxtaposed with the ubiquitous shop-house, a variety of mosque designs (Moorish, Acehnese, Malay), southern China-style clan houses, Daoist-Buddhist temples, South India-inspired Hindu temples and Anglicized churches. The ambience of “Chinatown” with roadside peddlers and the vast variety of street foods were delightful sights comparable to “Little India”, only a stone’s throw away that could be mistaken for a sector of contemporary Kolkata or Chennai.


    DISPARATE IDENTITIES


    With all these intermingling of the different communities what then was the socio-cultural identity of Penang? What kind of identity did the sojourners possess after having settled with local women and raising families while others had brides/wives sent from their homeland to join them in their adopted new home in Penang?


    Nonetheless, one must be cautious not to view all the immigrant settlers in Penang as a singular group as there was a “layering” of diasporic communities. For instance, “notably among those of Chinese ethnicity resident in Southeast Asia, wherein some Chinese settled locally and acculturated, while later arrivals left China under very different circumstances, and were more likely to repatriate at some future time” (Hall, 2006: 456).


    Besides the Chinese, other immigrants from the Indian sub-continent and the Malay Archipelago remained “long-term sojourners” but harbouring a heartfelt intention of “someday” to return to the ancestral village and subsequently buried in the homeland. For these individuals the host country, in this context colonial Penang, was an opportunity for them to accumulate a fortune and thereafter to return to their motherland to retire in comfort. For these “long-term sojourners,” their identity as well as their loyalty were undoubtedly apparent to be their motherland and not Penang. Against this context there were disparate identities among the settled population where long-term sojourners resided alongside permanent settlers, the former still awaiting to return to the home country while the latter had long resolved to regard the host country (Penang) as home.


    Further accentuating these disparate identities was the kapitan system where communalism was encouraged and sustainably nurtured. Despite the commencement of the Recorder’s Court from 1808, the kapitan system that was officially discarded remained vibrant and continued to be practiced for the following reasons.


    
      This voluntary kapitan arrangement suited immigrants because it encouraged a local autonomy to which they were accustomed in mainland China, where the mandarinate [government officials] was thinly spread and local communities were expected to organize their own affairs and settle their own disputes. … The authority for settling disputes within clans lay with the elders, while disputes between clans were settled by force of arms.


      (Turnbull, 1972: 106–107)

    


    Additionally,


    
      Since most of the Chinese left China illegally … they were not protected by the Chinese government. This political background led to a high degree of independence and self-reliance within the Chinese immigrant communities. … [And] [a]s a result [of the Kapitan system], the Chinese immigrants had no contact with the local authorities except through their elected leaders. They thus developed no loyalties other than to their own communities.


      (Wang, 1994: 7, 9; emphasis in original)

    


    The Chinese perpetuation of the kapitan system was replicated by the other communities. The kapitan system fostered insularity of the respective communities, each with its own way of living, worldview, characteristics, identity and loyalty.


    Furthermore Penang’s colonial era plural school system was another contributory element to the disparate socio-cultural identity of the diverse population. The type of education and schooling contributed in shaping and moulding not only an individual’s personality, taste and worldview but also identity, loyalty and sense of belonging. Education and schooling, more so in a plural school system, to a great extent influence and/or reinforce prejudices and stereotyping borne from the family household and neighbourhood environment. The colonial period that accommodated four asymmetrical school system English, Chinese, Malay, and Tamil operating in parallel, literally sowed the “seeds of separatism” (Loh, 1975).


    Owing to the nonchalant attitude of the colonial authorities, education and schools were left to non-governmental agencies. Christian missions from various denominations, Chinese clan houses (kongsi), individual philanthropists, plantation owners and others took upon the responsibility of providing education for the children of settled traders, labourers, artisans and farmers in accordance to their respective agendas.


    Although mooted by the colonial chaplain of Penang Reverend R. S. Hutchings, the Penang Free School established in 1816 was a secular boys’ school. The “Free” meant that this English-medium school was opened to all students irrespective of ethnicity, religion, creed and socio-economic standing. It was reputedly the first English-medium school in Southeast Asia.


    The La Salle Christian Brothers and the Sisters of St Maur established St Xavier’s Institution, a school for boys and Convent Light Street for girls respectively in 1852 (Ooi, 1992; Thong, 1980: 118–126; Yap, 2006). Like Penang Free School, all the Christian mission schools used the English language as the medium of instruction, hence referred to as “English schools.” Except for the mainly Chinese student population and a minority representation of Indians, Eurasians, Malays, the English schools were literally transplanted public schools from Britain. The teaching faculty including the head teacher comprised English, Scottish or Welsh or Europeans particularly French and Irish in the Catholic mission schools and Americans in Methodist schools. The curricula and textbooks were adopted wholesale from Britain, likewise co-curricula activities such as sports and games (football, rugby, hockey, cricket, athletics and cross-country), clubs and societies (chess, music and drama, debating, elocution, philatelic, etc.), and uniform units (Boys’ Scouts, Girl Guides, Boys’ Brigade, Red Cross, St John Ambulance, etc.).


    The secular English schools such as the Penang Free School and later St George’s Girls’ School, initially funded by the Anglican mission, were subsequently taken over and managed by the colonial government from the mid-1830s (Pereira, 1954). Despite being Christian mission schools, the majority of the student population mainly Chinese were non-Christians. A small minority, both Indian Hindus and Malay Muslims residing in George Town had no qualms in sending their sons to mission schools. However, it was rare then to find Indian and Malay girls in school owing to conservative notions that dissuaded young females being present in the public domain.


    With regard to the education of the indigenous Malays, the colonial authorities were torn between the orientalist’s view that native languages should be used as the medium of instruction particularly at the elementary level, and the liberal opinion that English should be taught to indigenes owing to the liberal bias towards Western science and technology where English was widely used in the literature. It was towards this latter end as well as the pragmatic necessity of clerical personnel for the colonial bureaucracy and European private sector that English-medium schools came into existence. Nonetheless, the two schools of thought that originated in debates among British colonial officials in India and applicable to Penang (and the Straits Settlements) as well, were in fact complementary, viz. “Macaulay’s diffusionist idea underpinned British colonial policy for the education of a native elite, while the conservation theory influenced the British approach to the education of native masses” (Loh, 1975: 3).


    Since Penang had only a farming peasantry and no aristocracy, the colonial government provided vernacular Malay schools at the elementary level. The Sekolah Melayu Gelugor (Gelugor Malay School) established in 1821 was the pioneering Malay vernacular school (Mujeini, 1982).


    Education was the lynchpin to ascend the socio-economic and status ladder in dynastic China through success in the civil service examinations, the fulcrum of recruitment for the Chinese civil service. Diasporic Chinese community emphasised education hence strived to provide schooling for the younger generation. The Chinese settlers in Penang through community funding and collective labour erected schools for their children and supplied with teachers, curriculum, and textbooks from China. Chinese vernacular schools, elementary to lower middle level, were privately and communally funded and managed independently from the colonial authorities. The earliest Chinese school in Penang was Jit Sin School that was established by the Fu De Zheng Shen organisation in March 1818.


    The Indian community largely of Tamils relied on the colonial government for their educational needs. But during the early decades of Penang’s colonial period, little has been undertaken (Subadrah, 1980). Tamil vernacular education only developed in the early decades of the 20th century with responsibility entrusted to rubber estate proprietors who were the employers of the bulk of the Tamil immigrant population. The estate school provided a rudimentary elementary education of between three and five years with Tamil as the medium of instruction, imported textbooks, curricula, and teachers from South India.


    Owing to the transplanted curricula, imported textbooks and teachers, graduates from the different school systems possessed different worldviews, orientations, qualifications, and career opportunities. The rudimentary Malay vernacular schools that taught the Three Rs of Reading, Writing and Arithmetic ended five or six years of schooling with little to show or hope; apart from a token few who went on to become Malay school teachers, the majority returned to their kampung (village) no different than their forefathers. Parochial and inward looking, Malay school graduates with scant options continued with traditional subsistence farming and fishing. Estate school leavers were no better off than their Malay vernacular school counterparts; they too continued to live and work and remained within the confines of the rubber estate.


    Despite being able to attain a higher level of schooling reaching to the lower middle (secondary) level, the career avenues of Chinese vernacular school graduates were limited as the colonial authorities did not recognise their school certificates, and employment in Chinese enterprises prioritised blood and clan ties rather than paper qualifications. Chinese vernacular school graduates hence looked to China for inspiration, identity, hope and even sustenance.


    Beneficiaries of English-medium education possessed far greater career opportunities. The academically inclined could, through scholarships or wealthy backgrounds, pursue tertiary education to qualify as professionals (doctors, lawyers, engineers, architects). Others served as clerks in the colonial bureaucracy, Western businesses, banks, agency houses, trading companies, shipping lines, insurance and legal firms. English school graduates even in clerical positions could live reasonably comfortable and enjoy respectability within their own community as well as the wider colonial society. Their educational background transformed English school graduates into Anglophiles.


    English-medium education acted on the one hand as a unifying factor but on the other as a divisive element. All racial groups that underwent English-medium schooling were unified by their educational experience. Conversant in English and possessing Anglicized tastes, interests and outlook, English school graduates shared a common identity and partiality, namely to the colonial metropolitan – Great Britain (Ooi, 1967). At the same time the English-medium schools split communities between the English-educated/speaking, and the vernacular-educated/speaking. A clear division can be discerned within Penang’s Chinese community, viz. English-educated Chinese versus Chinese-educated Chinese (Tan, 1988: 146–149). If not for retaining their dialect (Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, etc.), the gulf between the two groups would be insurmountable. A similar dichotomy existed in other communities between the English-educated and the vernacular-educated but less pronounced than the Chinese context due to the small minority of English school graduates.


    Further to separatism along educational lines and communalism nurtured by the kapitan system, the spatial distribution of the various communities and the ethnic division of labour accentuated the distancing between the multiethnic inhabitants of Penang. Owing to occupational necessity, there was an apparent identification of ethnicity and livelihood: Indian Muslim (trade and commerce), Indian Hindu (unskilled labour), and Chinese (trade and commerce, clerical positions in colonial bureaucracy and in Western businesses and banks). In George Town, there was a clear divide between Asian and European businesses and likewise their respective residences. While the ubiquitous shop-house served both as business and residential premises for Asians (Chinese, Indian, Arab, Acehnese, etc.), European commercial premises concentrated along Beach Street (Lebuh Pantai) in proximity to the port while their residences were located away from the central business district (CBD) such as Northam Road (Jalan Sultan Ahmad Shah), Macalister Road (Jalan Macalister) and Anson Road (Jalan Anson) on the then periphery of the port-city.


    The indigenous Malays were found in the outskirts of George Town, the traditional settlements of Teluk Jelutong (Jalan Sungai Pinang, Jalan Perak and Jalan Datuk Keramat), Batu Uban and Teluk Duyung on the island, and throughout rural Province Wellesley bordering Kedah. The rural subsistence rice farming economy was a predominantly Malay preoccupation. The Teochew Chinese sugar plantations of Batu Kawan Island that predated the acquisition of Province Wellesley in 1800 remained a predominantly Chinese settlement (Penang Gazette, 23 February 1856; Low, 1849: 617; 1850: 378). Later estates were established during the first three decades of the 19th century to its east namely Bukit Tambun that had a Teochew Chinese presence even to this day (Jackson, 1968: 128–133). The establishment of European sugar estates and mills in the southern portion of Province Wellesley brought in an influx of Tamils and Javanese as plantation labour.


    As can be discerned, colonial Penang exhibited a division of labour along ethnic lines. In contrast to the subsistence farming of Malays, the Chinese gravitated to trade and commerce whereas the majority of Indians worked as labourers and plantation workers. To what extent this ethnic division of labour was consciously orchestrated by the colonial authorities remained debatable but such a phenomenon retarded inter-ethnic contacts (Brown, 1994: 216–217). Each community withdrew into its respective economic domain further accentuating the disparate identities.


    CONCLUDING REMARKS


    Penang’s appeal as a free port-of-call attracted many traders and settlers. George Town subsequently developed into a cosmopolitan port-city. By the turn of the 20th century improvements to Swettenham Pier elevated Penang from a lighterage port to a deep-water modern port. The population comprised a multitude of racial groups whereby the various communities co-existed harmoniously despite the apparent differences physically, in socio-cultural practices, religious beliefs, economic livelihood, and overall way of life. This social plurality and the phenomenon of multiculturalism that emerged and developed were readily embraced not only by the British colonial administration but also the peoples themselves.


    Furnivall’s plural society in Penang’s context was further accentuated by several other factors namely the kapitan system, spatial distribution, ethnic division of labour, and the plural school system that contributed and fostered the development of disparate identities among the inhabitants specifically of George Town and throughout Penang. Although in close proximity to one another, the various communities – each with their own unique identity and characteristics – often far divorced from the other were able to live in peaceful co-existence.


    Just prior to the outbreak of the Second World War in Asia in early December 1941, Penang possessed and nurtured a host of multiple, disparate identities as a result of a multiethnic, multicultural, and multi-religious population. Disparate identities notwithstanding there were conspicuous absence of inter-ethnic animosity, racial clashes, or tenuous relations among the many communities. Kudos to the benign umbrella of British colonial administration that appeared to shelter all communities equitably but more importantly trade and commerce, the main lifeline of sustenance, was shared by all inhabitants regardless of ethnic and socio-cultural backgrounds. This commonality – the so-called “in sharing the same fate” – to a great extent sustained the social fabric despite the disparate identities of the peoples.


    But the war years and experiences therein ushered in changes to the social landscape of Penang and George Town with differing outcomes. The postwar period witnessed the beginnings of a “new” identity.
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    NOTES


    1.Covering an area of 329,847 square kilometers, Malaysia has a population of 23.7 million (2000 census), currently nearly 30 million, comprising more than 70 distinct ethnic communities. See Ooi (2009: 259–262).


    2.For the early history of Penang predating the British presence, see Mahani (2008), Mokhtar (2008), and Othman (1988).


    3.Circumstances and motives of the acquisition of Penang have been adequately addressed in other works, notably Hall (1955: 421–429), Bastin (1959), Bassett (1964), Bonney (1965; 1971), and recently Langdon (2013).


    4.The “Supreme Government” referred to the administration of the EIC in the Indian sub-continent headquartered at Fort William in Calcutta (Kolkata).


    5.Light was passionate of the free trade concept and eloquently expounded it whenever necessary. See Straits Settlements Records, Vol. 3, 20 June 1788, and Straits Settlements Records, Vol. 5, 7 December 1792.


    6.The kapitan system was believed to originate from 15th century Melaka when it was introduced by the Malay rulers to administer justice among the cosmopolitan trading population of the port-city. In later years European colonial administrations in Southeast Asia adopted this system as a means of indirect rule. See Ooi (2004a, II: 711).


    7.According to one opinion, “there is negative evidence to suggest that most of the disputes amongst the Chinese were dealt with by their elders without recourse to the English way of administration of justice” (Wong, 1964: 10).


    8.Baba, an honorific respectful term of address for Straits Chinese men originated from Hindustani with Persian influence. It is unclear if Baba was in fact a corruption of babu (baboo), a Hindi term that literally means father, an Indian equivalent to Mister, Sir or Esquire. Nyonya is a Malay title for non-Malay women with (high) social standing. See Ooi (2009: 27–28).


    9.The term “Straits Chinese” was to differentiate between those Chinese who were born in Penang, Melaka and Singapore – the Straits Settlements – and those originating from mainland China. Although the Baba Nyonya (mainly Hokkien) comprised the majority of the Straits Chinese community, there were others, Cantonese and Teochew, who were born locally hence also regarded as Straits Chinese.


    10.While Penang’s Baba Nyonya retained their Hokkien dialect their brethren in Melaka discarded theirs only utilising Baba Malay, a patois derived from Malay (Ooi, 2009: 27–28).


    11.Towkay, from Hokkien, refers to a head of a family, business, or organisation. It is often used as an honorific for a wealthy entrepreneur including a proprietor of a shop, a tin or gold mine, or a rubber or sugar cane plantation. Simply used as an honorific to accord respect to an individual of standing. See Ooi (2004b, III: 1342).


    12.The Sarkies also owned The Raffles Hotel, a landmark property in Singapore, and The Strand in Rangoon (Yangon). All these properties have long since changed ownership.


    13.Although the 1867 incident appeared as a Sino-Malay clash, a closer look revealed it as a struggle for economic dominance of George Town between two Sino-Malay factions, viz. the Chinese Hokkien Khian Teik (Tua Pek Kong) secret society allying with the Arab-Acehnese of the Bendera Merah (Red Flag Society) against the Chinese Cantonese Ghee Hin secret society and their Kedah Malay Bendera Putih (White Flag Society) confederates. See Mahani (1999).
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    From the historiographical point of view, the collection relating to the Sultan Abdul Hamid Correspondence has opened a new chapter in the written history of Kedah, particularly between 1882 and 1920. Filled with a variety of information be it politics, economy and social, this collection allows the researcher to revisit Kedah history from another angle. More importantly, the collection indicates how the palace and the elites combined their efforts and ideas to ensure the smooth operation of the state administration and at the same time to secure the sustained loyalty of the people, even when it was later placed under a British Financial Adviser appointed by Bangkok in 1905 or under Britain from 1909 onwards. The correspondence, reports, minutes and agreements compiled in this collection show the earnestness of the palace and Kedah elites in developing the economic, political, and social aspects of the state, besides keeping the good relations with the Siamese and the British in Penang. This collection reveals the wisdom of the local ruler in managing a state despite having to face many challenges. To the ruler and the elites it was paramount that Kedah’s Malay identity should be upheld despite the challenge posed by western (and Thai) imperialism and colonialism.
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    INTRODUCTION


    The discovery of 14 books consisting of copies of letters written in Jawi during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid Halim Shah (1881–1943) in 1982 (henceforth referred as the Sultan Abdul Hamid Correspondence Collection or SAHCC) was a significant breakthrough for historians and scholars in the field of Malay studies. These books were found in their original form by the National Archives, Kedah/Perlis Branch during a visit to the Office of the State Secretary which was located at Wisma Negeri Kedah. The collection was then transferred to the Archives’ premises at Wisma Persekutuan. Preserved in their original form these books were labelled with numbers. Since then its transliteration into Romanised Malay was undertaken in stages.1 At the same time, researchers were allowed access to the original books which were in Jawi. Realising the importance and historical value of these documents for Kedah history, efforts have been made by the National Archives of Malaysia to secure for these correspondences “the memory of the world register” recognition from United Nations Organization for Education, Science and Culture (UNESCO). The efforts paid dividend when on 4th September 2001 the SAHCC was accorded world heritage status.


    A significant part of the SAHCC has now been Romanised. These are kept at the Kedah/Perlis Branch National Archives. The discovery has unearthed many new facts regarding Kedah history since the end of the 19th century until the mid-20th century in particular for the 1882–1920 period, which is covered by most of the correspondence. It must be emphasised that although the scope of the SAHCC is listed to cover 1882–1943 period which was based on the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid, in reality there are no correspondence for the 1921–1943 period (this is based on the review of SAHCC titles). Regular shifting of the office of the State Secretary and book loss due to the death of the officer in-charge of the collection, destructions due to flooding and insect attacks were some of the factors that caused the missing gap from 1921 to 1943. Wartime destruction was probably another factor while there is also the possibility that certain books are kept as personal collections of unknown individuals (Zakiah, 1981).


    THE CONTENT OF THE SAHCC


    As stated by Annabel T. Gallop (1994: 8) in The Legacy of the Malay Letter/Warisan Warkah Melayu, Malay correspondence has yet to be given a place by scholars in historical, cultural, civilisational or Malay aesthetical studies. Although these letters have been in existence for decades, the contents have never been studied in detail, except in separate parts. In fact, from the angle of the utilisation of correspondences as a written source, Gallop and Kratz who had studied many Malay manuscripts, conclude there is no widespread awareness of the importance of Malay letters as an important source of research. This view should be given due consideration although one should be aware of various barriers in consulting these letters. Badriyah Haji Salleh (1999: xvii) who had studied the Farquhar letters opines that local researchers may not be aware of the existence of these Malay letters as many of them are kept outside of the country; hence, Malay letters are hardly used in historical research. For those who might have the interest to use them as their source or as study materials, there are other obstacles such as the inability to read old Jawi while to Romanise these would take a long time. In fact, the transliteration aspect is a big barrier for researchers who are interested to undertake research on Malay correspondence and to evaluate their significance.


    Despite the many limitations, the correspondence of Malay rulers creates space for research and potential as sources of study, be it for the arts, culture and civilisation, as well as its value and historical assumptions. In the context of the Malay sultanate, royal letters and their stamps served as a medium for diplomatic communications between the rulers; these also reflect their power, greatness and sovereignty (Drakard, 1999: 117). These traditions were well acknowledged by European officers who had established relationships with local rulers, to the extent of supplying letter of safe conduct to any diplomatic, trade and exploration missions, to request assistance from these rulers or the people who were under a certain ruler (Raimy, 1998).2 It is within this context that the SAHCC should be discussed and analysed. Ahmat Adam (2009: 35) in Letters of Sincerity confirmed R. Bonney’s conclusion in his famous book, Kedah 1771–1821: The Search for Security and Independence (1971), that the Kedah ruler, under pressure from Siam, had looked for the assistance of the British East India Company (EIC), even though a Thai-Malaysian scholar, Kobkua Suwannathat-Pian claims that the Kedah-Siam relation was a harmonious one as Bangkok gave full freedom to the Kedah Sultan to manage the state.3 Ahmat Adam’s conclusion is based on his analysis of the letter Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin (reigned 1804–1843) had written to the EIC which highlighted the problems Kedah faced in its relation with Siam.


    The Sultan Abdul Hamid Correspondence is much bigger than the letters of Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin. Originally in 14 books, the National Archives of Malaysia, Kedah Branch had found out there were actually 16 books under the SAHCC label (based on the book registration for the transliterated collection at the Kedah Archives). This was due to the discovery of new books identified as belonging to the SAHCC collection. Dato’ Haji Wan Shamsudin bin Mohd. Yusuf (1999: 20), a local scholar, has grouped these books into five categories:


    Group 1 – Correspondence in the form of customs and norms (Book 2, 3, 5, 8, 10) which consist of letters of the Sultan, crown prince, local nobility and Chinese revenue farmers.


    Group 2 – Letters relating to the state’s various revenue farm agreements (Book 7, 9) which consist of a list of Chinese revenue farmers and the types of revenue farms.


    Group 3 – The state’s budget statements (Book 1, 2) which consist of income sources and budget details including lease installments to Penang after its takeover from the Kedah Sultanate by the EIC in 1786, palace expenditures (including palace maintenance), royalty allowance, clothing, feasts and other matters.


    Group 4 – Palace diaries (Book 4) that indicate the visits and return visits of Sultan Abdul Hamid and King Chulalongkorn to Siam and Kedah, and the Sultan’s visit to Penang. Included also are the visits of the Kedah nobility to Bangkok.


    Group 5 – State Council Resolutions since 1905 (Book 11) when the State Council was formed (consisting of meetings, minutes, legislations and others).


    Book No. 1: SAHCC T.H. 1300–1304/A.D. 1882–1886 (Ini Kira-kira Terima Rial Hasil Pajak Kuala Muda dan Merbuk - This is Kuala Muda and Merbok Lease Revenue Rial Acceptance Account)


    This book contains information on income from revenue farms in two districts, Kuala Muda and Merbok, which were the main source for the Kedah treasury. These revenue farms covered rubber, opium, gambling, wood, rice, tobacco, gambir, salt, cane and chickens and ducks. Most of these revenue farmers were Chinese who had close links with the Kedah palace. The number of Malays who received leases was very small and they include Tunku Dziauddin (also known as Tunku Kudin). The income from these leases was reported every month. Book No. 1 also contains details of palace expenditure for each month. The expenditure includes for immediate royal family members and subsistence for palace workers. Although the income from revenue farmers was substantial, the balance in the Kedah state treasury was small due to the high palace expenditure. The situation could be detected from the financial statement (income and expenditure) found in the book. In fact, the high expenditure of two members of the royal family, Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yusof, both viewed by Sultan Abdul Hamid as problem cases, is also discussed in the book.


    Book No. 2: SAHCC T.H. 1304–1312/A.D. 1886–1894


    This book consists of two volumes and contains letters sent to the king of Siam and senior Thai officials including the governor of Phuket who handled financial loan applications from Kedah to Bangkok and the delivery of the Bunga Emas dan Perak (Gold and Silver Flowers). There are also letters addressed to the British Residents in Penang, Perak and Selangor, and the governor of the southern provinces of Thailand. In the first volume, there are discussions on the rising state expenditure as opposed to the decrease in income that had delayed salary payments for palace staff. Kedah overcame the problem by aligning salaries of her officials with the state revenue from various sources. Efforts to modernise the state is attested by the fact that Kedah was the site to gather telegraph materials for Siam besides the erection of telegraph poles in the state. The book indicates that forced labour was used to erect these poles in the identified areas. There is also information on the entry of Chinese labour in the mines of Kulim and Karangan, and the Chinese fighting one another. Problems caused by Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yaacob received the most attention in Book 2. Sultan Abdul Hamid wrote a number of letters to the Siamese Foreign Minister conveying his grief and concern regarding the two senior members of the Kedah royalty.


    Volume two of Book No. 2 consists of letters sent to the King of Siam requesting for Perlis and Setul to be reunited with Kedah. One of the outstanding issues is a report from Kedah on Khun Parman, a Setul man who was sent by Siam to measure the small islands in Langkawi. Khun Parman was reported to have become mentally ill, but after investigations by Kedah, it was found that he was not ill but was living in fear for cooperating with Perlis to “do evil to Kedah”. In one letter from the Sultan which was personally carried by the Kedah Prime Minister Wan Mat Saman to Siam it is stated that, after checking items belonging to Khun Parman, Kedah found proof that there existed cooperation between Khun Parman and the Perlis raja to “compress the [Kedah] state border.”4


    Book No. 3: SAHCC T.H. 1306–1307/A.D. 1888–1889


    This book contains 324 letters from Sultan Abdul Hamid and Kedah dignitaries to the Siamese Councillor in Penang, A. D. Neubronner, and Resident Councillor of Penang. Their content touches on administrative matters and the people including criminal cases like murders, thefts and burglaries. It also includes cases of misdemeanour committed by those from Kedah in other states. Also included is a report on incidents of Chinese fracas in Kulim, and a letter to Frank A. Swettenham, the Resident of Perak, about the proposal to build a railway line from Kerian to Kota Setar.


    Book No. 4: SAHCC T.H. 1307–1310/A.D. 1889–1892


    This book contains notes or reports on the Sultan presenting himself before the king of Siam in Penang and the king’s visit to Penang and Singapore.


    Book No. 5: SAHCC T.H. 1308–1313/A.D. 1890–1895


    Book No. 5 is made up of two volumes. The first volume contains letters from Sultan Abdul Hamid to Neubronner, the Siamese Consul in Penang, Resident Councillor of Penang and the Resident of Perak, Frank A. Swettenham. The other content covers criminal matters, such as a criminal from Perak who had escaped to Kedah and was in hiding in the state, kidnapping or unlawful taking of someone else’s wife to Penang, and matters relating to opium farms in Kulim and Kuala Muda. There are also personal letters from the Sultan. One is the letter that he wrote to the Siamese Consul in Penang on 2nd Syawal 1308 (10 May 1891) asking him to be the guarantor for a loan from the Siamese king. The Sultan also wrote a letter to the Resident Councillor in Penang to request permission to bring Indian labourers to Kedah for plantation works.


    Sultan Abdul Hamid had a good relationship with revenue farmer Lim Lan Jak. He even wrote a letter to the Siamese Consul in Penang to convey Lim’s wish to take up a loan from the Siamese king. The friendship between the two is manifested throughout the book. The Sultan had regularly asked Lim Lan Jak to buy items like guns and other items to be placed on the royal ship named “Good Luck” for the visit to Tongkah.


    The second volume covers letters from the Kedah Sultan to the Siamese Consul in Penang and Resident Councillor of Penang regarding economic and criminal matters that involved the two states. These include the agreement between Kedah and Penang to avoid flood waters from Sungai Kuala Muda overflowing into Kedah state, matters relating to the purchase of opium in Karangan and population census of Kulim which was undertaken by the Kulim district chief, Tunku Mohamad Saad. The Kulim census did not include any racial breakdown because, according to the Sultan, the number of Malays was very small. Nevertheless, to ease opium purchase, Sultan Abdul Hamid informed the Resident Councillor of Penang that he had instructed his officers to conduct the census on the Kulim Chinese.


    Similarly, letters in the second volume highlight the close relationship between the Sultan and Lim Lan Jak. Lim was called to be the witness in the annulment of an authorisation letter for Wan Hajar (Sultan Abdul Hamid’s mother) and Wan Jah; both ladies were the wives of Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin. Lim was also asked to manage matters relating to financial loans between the Sultan and the Siamese totaling $17,000. At the same time, Lim received a loan to the total of $33,000 from Sultan Abdul Hamid. The Sultan had given $10,000 to Lim and had asked him to get the balance from the Siamese Consul in Penang from the amount the Sultan had borrowed from the Siamese king. Sultan Abdul Hamid had also requested the Resident Councillor to get an authorisation letter over properties left by his father, Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin in Penang. One item which is included in the second volume is the agreement between Sultan Abdul Hamid and the Sultan of Perak regarding water sources at Bukit Pancur which was under Kedah’s jurisdiction.


    Book No. 6: SAHCC T.H. 1314–1317/A.D. 1896–1899


    This book consists of palace expenditure and the state’s monthly income. Palace expenditure includes salaries, the cost of state feasts and others. Fees for a doctor, bomoh (traditional healer) and the Sultan caregivers – also known as illness fees,5 are also noted in the book. There was a tendency for Sultan Abdul Hamid to give money to his wives and individuals whose identities could not be confirmed in terms of their relationship with the Sultan. Through this book, it is found that the Sultan liked to indulge in gambling notably the game of pok and cap ceki.6


    Book No. 7: SAHCC T.H. 1315–1317/A.D. 1897–1899


    This book contains letters from crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz to the revenue farmers in Kedah. Tunku Abdul Aziz at the time was the acting Sultan (as Sultan Abdul Hamid was frequently ill during this period). Among the revenue farms involved were alcohol, opium, tin, pawns, nipah palms, tobacco-gambir-salt, tapioca, animal hide, buffaloes and cows, fowls and ducks and pigs. Most of the revenue farmers were Chinese although a few of them were Malays. The firmness of the Kedah ruler in upholding the Malay identity of the state could be seen from the book when Tunku Abdul Aziz instructed all revenue farmers to use Malay in all official dealings with the state with regard to these farms.


    Book No. 8: SAHCC T.H. 1315–1331/A.D. 1897–1912


    This book contains letters from crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz and secretary Che’ Muhammad Ariffin to the district heads in Kedah in relation to the usage of Malay in all matters relating to revenue passes which was sent by Tunku Abdul Aziz to all the district heads. District heads were instructed to investigate any revenue passes that were not written in Malay and to mete out punishment to those who defied the ruling. The book also contained instructions by Tunku Abdul Aziz to Abdul Rahman, the Kuala Muda district head, to galvanise locals to build a road from Sungai Korok to Lubok Pusing. The book also contains official permission given to members of the nobat (royal drum) to collect drum revenue from various districts in the state.7


    Book No. 9: Lease Letters T.H. 1318/A.D. 1900


    This book contains 47 letters regarding revenue farmers in Kedah with most of them being Chinese.


    Book No. 10: SAHCC T.H. 1323–1325/A.D. 1905–1907


    This book contains letters sent by Che’ Muhammad Ariffin, the State Secretary/Sultan’s Secretary, under the instructions of Sultan Abdul Hamid, to department heads in Kedah and to crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz. Matters covered in the book comprise information to department heads and district heads on complaints by the people relating to land matters, revenue farms, debt and crime; efforts to build/replace telegraph poles in the state, the shifting of the Balai Nobat (Nobat Hall) to a new location that involved the strict adherence of certain procedures/taboo; instructions from the Sultan that members of the nobat were not allowed to be involved in menial labour; Tunku Mansor’s study expenditure in Cairo; problems relating to Tunku Mansor while studying in London; disbursal of tithe money for those in debt while performing the hajj; and the sacking of Telok Chengai mukim (subdistrict) head because of his obnoxious conduct. This book also contains notes on state functions organised by the Sultan, such as, the ceremony to receive the letter from Siam regarding the Bunga Mas dan Perak (Gold and Silver Flowers) at Balai Besar, honouring British Consul Meadow Frost in Kampong Baru, state dinner for the Siamese Financial Adviser G. C. Hart, who was going on vacation leave in Europe, and garden parties. The invited guests to these functions were usually members of the Malay aristocracy, British officers and Chinese revenue farmers.


    Despite the Sultan’s generosity, it is clear that Kedah elites were cautious in terms of handling monetary problems in the state. Che’ Muhammad Ariffin had even sent a letter to department heads inviting them for a meeting to discuss a proposal to borrow money from Siam on 8 Rabiulawal 1323 (12 May 1905). On 12 Syaaban 1324 (30 September 1906), Sultan Abdul Hamid wrote a letter to crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz to seek clarification on his action to employ three Englishmen in the state administration who were paid high salaries at a time when the government was facing severe financial problems. Many applications by members of the royalty to fix their houses were postponed due to the lack of state fund. Of interest is the application from Che’ Muhammad Ariffin to crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz who was also President of the State Council on 20 Zulhijjah 1324 (3 February 1907) to increase the Sultan’s expenditure (from Rial 5,300.00 monthly) which was postponed until the return of Dr. Hart from his European vacation. Matters relating to the annual compensation from the East India Company to Kedah regarding the acquisition of Penang in 1786 are also found in the book.


    Book No. 11: SAHCC T.H. 1335/A.D. 1916 (Undang-undang Penjual dan Pembeli Getah dan Bijih – Rubber and Tin Seller and Buyer Law)


    This book is made up of two volumes comprising the compilation of laws enacted and enforced in 1916 when Tunku Ibrahim was Acting Sultan and President of the State Council. There were 21 laws enacted either as new ones or amendments to previous laws. The laws were Rubber and Tin Seller and Buyer Law 1335, Marijuana Prohibition Law, Prison Law 1335, Government Savings Bank Law 1335, Court Expenditure Law 1335, Auction Law 1335, Train Rail Law 1335 (amendment to the 1334 law), Gun Law 1335, Buffalo-Cow License and Registration 1335 (amendment to the 1329 law), Rice Planting Law 1335, Gambling Lease Law 1335 (amendment to the 1329 law), Post Office Law 1335, (amendment to the 1333 law), Canon Al-Akubat 1335,8 Tax Law 1335, Revenue Law 1335, Court Law 1335 (amendment to the 1334 law), Transformation into Rubber Plantation Land Protection Law 1335, Quarantine and Disease Confinement Law 1335, State Hazard Period Law 1335, Guarantee Rial Gathering on Government Officers Law 1335,9 and Coconut Tree Protection Law 1335 (amendment to the 1333 law).


    Book No. 12: SAHCC T.H. 1337/A.D. 1918


    This book contains various circulars sent by the State Council. Among them are on war allowances, general orders for those afflicted with venereal diseases, travelling costs for officers on vacation in Europe and in-service courses for department heads.


    Book No. 13: SAHCC T.H. 1338/A.D. 1919


    This book is about the laws that were enacted and enforced in 1919 when Tunku Ibrahim was Acting Sultan and President of the State Council. There were 17 laws enacted including amendment to previous laws. The laws include Previous Enemy States Entry Allowance Clause Protection Law 1338, Medicinal Drugs Clause Law 1338, Stolen Items Law 1338, Motorcar Law 1338, Conduct of Civil Matters Law 1338, Importing Hindu Coolies Expenditure Clause Law 1338 (amendment to the 1328 law), Hazard Period Law (amendment to 1335 law), Disease Confinement Quarantine Law 1338 (amendment to the 1335 law), Stolen Items Law 1338, Police Law 1338 (amendment to the 1334 law), Sanitary Board Law 1338 (amendment to the 1334 law), Tenant Law 1338, Handover of State Banished Person Law 1338, Rice Planting Law 1338 (amendment to the 1335 law), Drinks Law 1338 (amendments to the 1337 law), and Federal Law 1338.10


    Book No.14: SAHCC T.H. 1338–1339/A.D. 1919–1920


    This book contains laws and matters that were approved by the State Council. Tunku Ibrahim, the Regent, was also President of the State Council.


    Book No. 15: SAHCC T.H. 1245–1306/A.D. 1827–1887 Lease Letters


    This book contains letters relating to revenue farms from the time of Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin until the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid. Most revenue farmers were Chinese who had applied for revenue farms that could guarantee handsome returns such as opium, alcohol, gambling, salt, rice, tobacco, gambir, wood, rattan, chickens and ducks. Most of these revenue farms were in Kuala Muda and Merbok. There were a small number of Malay revenue farmers focusing on gambir, chickens and ducks.


    Book No. 16: SAHCC T.H. 1318–1320/A.D. 1900–1902


    Book No. 16 consists of three volumes. These include letters sent by Tunku Abdul Aziz to Neubronner, the Siamese Consul in Penang, on matters regarding revenue farms in Kuala Muda, letters to village heads, heads of land office and letters to the court relating to complaints from the people regarding land disagreements, properties, debts, crimes and other matters. Tunku Abdul Aziz also wrote a letter to Ku Din Ku Meh, the Kedah official who was sent to Setul to undertake its administration, on crime in the two states. He also wrote a letter to his mother, Wan Hajar, to inform her that he could not free convicts as she had wished.


    THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SAHCC TO KEDAH HISTORY


    Since 1985 the SAHCC is kept in the National Archives of Malaysia, Kedah Branch but its existence does not attract researchers except those who undertake research on Kedah history. Among the first scholars who had referred to this collection was Sharom Ahmat. While researching for his PhD thesis which was later published as Tradition and Change in a Malay State: A Study of the Economic and Political Development of Kedah, 1878–1923 (1984), Sharom had stumbled on these documents. He had made references to the SAHCC to clarify certain aspects of the economy and politics in Kedah. In the economy aspect, for example, the letters provide a picture of Kedah facing financial crisis as early as 1888 that resulted in the reduction of stipends for members of the Kedah royalty while a number of officers were not paid their salaries due to the lack of funds (Sharom, 1984: 47).


    It was only in the 1990s that the SAHCC began to attract the attention of those interested in Kedah history.11 These letters, their writing styles and brief content were discussed by a local researcher, Dato’ Haji Wan Shamsudin bin Haji Wan Yusuf. Wan Shamsuddin was one of those who was involved in the initial transliteration after the documents’ relocation to the National Archives of Malaysia, Kedah/Perlis Branch. His insightful essay was published in Warta Darulaman (official magazine of the Malaysian History Society Kedah branch from 1998 to 1999). As a fitting acknowledgement of these documents as world heritage status, Dato’ Wan Shamsudin again raised its significance in the “Bicara Karya Agung Negara Warisan Dunia” which was held in 2002 in Kuala Lumpur. Later Mohd Kasturi Noor (2006; 2011) had undertaken an in-depth study of these letters focusing on its significance as a source of political, economic and social history of Kedah. Based on the contents of all the volumes in the collection, this essay highlights the importance of the SAHCC not only as a new source for the writing of Kedah history, but also as a starting point for debate from the angle of traditional government in retaining Malay identity and sovereignty.


    In general, early Kedah historiography was elitist in nature. This is evident from traditional works like Hikayat Merong Mahawangsa and Al-Tarikh Salasilah Negeri Kedah. Al-Tarikh Salasilah Negeri Kedah, written by Muhammad Hassan bin To’ Kerani Mohd Arshad under the instruction of the regent Tunku Ibrahim ibni Sultan Abdul Hamid in 1927, for instance, had become official history of the state replacing the earlier Salasilah atau Tarekh Kerajaan Kedah. Written by Wan Yahya bin Wan Muhammad Taib in 1911, Salasilah atau Tarekh Kerajaan Kedah’s publication was stopped due to its criticism of the Sultan. In the early 20th century, Kedah was portrayed as a peaceful, developing state in term of its economy. It was also politically stable. The Al-Tarikh Salasilah Negeri Kedah attributed these successes to Kedah rulers. Accounts of the wisdom of the Kedah rulers came to an end with the arrival of colonialism in 1909. Like other Malay states which were under British administration, official records came in the form of annual reports and so forth. These reports began to replace the notes and views of the elites which were the norm prior to British rule. Owing to its structured and complete nature, the documents produced by British administrators received much attention from researchers who focus on Kedah.


    The first annual report was published in 1905 (September 1905–August 1906) after Kedah agreed to accept a Siamese Financial Adviser following the $2.6 million loan from Siam to solve her financial crisis. The first Kedah annual report was prepared by G. C. Hart, the Siamese Financial Adviser who was sent to provide advice on financial matters. With the transfer of Kedah to British control following the Bangkok Agreement of 1909, the annual administration reports were prepared by the British Adviser. These reports which covered various aspects such as administration, health, education, lands, labour and other aspects were seen to be more complete and holistic although they were geared towards highlighting the greatness of imperialism, and that Kedah only achieved rapid development after it was placed under British rule. The influence of the annual reports is certainly not insignificant. The financial report for 1905–1909, which was prepared by the first British Adviser, W. G. Maxwell (1909–1914), shows that the revenue in Kedah had increased rapidly during this period, from $402,638 (1905) to $1,240,276 (1909).12 R. Emerson (1979: 235–248), while praising the Kedah ruler in ensuring the state’s sovereignty and its development, viewed highly British ability to rescue the state and to continue to generate state income which had increased annually.


    Despite colonisation, documents from the Sultan’s Office never stopped. These documents were indicative of a government that consistently protected the state’s sovereignty and its Malay identity. In fact colonialism was never easily accepted in Kedah with the Malay elites constantly negotiating its terms and conditions. While not dismissing the need to cooperate with the British they also ensured that the sovereignty of the state was not affected by colonial rule. After the 1821 Siamese invasion and the restoration of the throne in 1842, Kedah took various measures to ensure the state’s sovereignty was protected. Although she lost by virtue of the 1909 Bangkok Agreement that was sealed between Siam and Britain without prior consultation with the affected states, Kedah never changed her stand. The relationship of the Kedah elites and the British Advisers was multifarious in nature. Both the ruler and the aristocracy could compromise with a few British Advisers, but they showed a different attitude towards W. G. Maxwell whose actions displeased the Kedah ruler and the elites.13 Kedah remained firm that the Malay language was used in all government dealings and the requirement to place Malay officers in all important departments. To ensure the ruler remained as lord of his own state, the existence of a separate administration directly under the Sultan was not unexpected. This means the Sultan’s letters must be studied not only in the context of the “center of authority” as stressed by H. M. J. Maier (1988), but also within the context of “peripheral history, in-between gaps or even local history” as suggested by Winichakul (2003). They must also be looked from the angle of spatial history and geography to understand local history in the local and global contexts (Brenda Yeoh, 2003). This is important because the content of the letters are not only about Kedah’s internal issues, but also her relationship with Siam, Penang and Perak.


    What are the images of Kedah history that could be constructed from these letters in particular the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid? Undoubtedly the SAHCC is a significant source for Kedah history before the advent of official records like the annual reports published by both the Siamese Adviser and British Adviser. The SAHCC encompasses the socioeconomic, political and social situations of Kedah from the 19th century until the second decade of the 20th century. After the 1842 restoration, the state was said to be stable in term of her economy and politics. With an agricultural economy Kedah was not attractive enough for outsiders to come in. Hence the state was spared from political turmoil as experienced by Perak and Selangor which were well known for tin mining. In Kedah’s traditional rule, the sultan was placed as the absolute central authority which was acknowledged by the district chiefs. This differed from other Malay states where the sultan was weak and very often at the mercy of their chiefs. For Kedah both the sultan and the chiefs were aware of the Siamese factor. This reminded them of the need for caution and to ensure the state’s correct relationship with Siam. From the perspective of her relationship with London, Kedah had learned through history that Britain was not entirely reliable in assisting Kedah in case of conflicts with Siam. In fact, Kedah rulers had found out the hard way that Britain could at any time manipulate domestic turmoil as an excuse for political interference as happened in the Federated Malay States. As a Malay state (Malays were in the majority), the Malay identity was of paramount importance to the Kedah ruler. Even when changes were forced upon Kedah in 1905 as a result of the Siamese loan and later by the British in 1909 when many economic measures that were not beneficial to the state were abolished, the Kedah ruler and Malay elites continued their efforts to ensure they could play a role in the state’s socioeconomic and political developments. The SAHCC show that the rulers and the Kedah elites worked together for the common good and at the same time to modernise the state. Such information is not found in the annual reports which focused on financial and economic matters, as well as reforming the various sectors of the state administration after 1909. One of the important issues noted in the SAHCC is the state’s financial problem which led Kedah to be placed again under Siam in 1905.


    REVISITING KEDAH’S FINANCIAL ISSUES: 1886–1905


    Was Sultan Abdul Hamid’s extravagance, as claimed in many writings on Kedah, the sole cause that led to the critical economic situation since 1886 which later deteriorated into bankruptcy in 1904 and forced the state to borrow $2.6 million from Siam in 1905? The SAHCC provides its own perspective on the issue. The SAHCC shows Siam was no longer a threat to Kedah after 1842. Instead it was members of the royal family who were the main threat. These letters bring to light the real situation relating to the financial crisis from the time Sultan Abdul Hamid ascended the throne. These letters show Kedah receiving incomes from a variety of revenue farms but these could not guarantee a sound financial standing.


    Incomes from the revenue farms of Kuala Muda and Merbok which were used to finance state expenditures were always insufficient while the poor balance between expenditure and income gave the impression of an unstable and weak state. The balance was often at an unsafe level; For Safar 1304 (October 1886), although the government income was high at $15,008 the deduction of $14,899 for the month was equally high leaving with a balance of only $109.14 It is significant to note that a large amount of the expenditure was used to pay allowances to members of the royal family. One thorny issue in the state expenditure was the salary of Tunku Dziauddin which totaled $1,708.00.15 Sultan Abdul Hamid was uneasy about this but did little to ameliorate the situation. The balance for Jamadilakhir 1304 (March 1887) was $3,462 while expenditure (covering allowances for the Sultan and members of the royalty, salary of palace workers, installments and interests for debts and other matters) was $3,245. The balance of $21616 was small compared to previous years.17 The expenditure statement for Sya’aban 1314 (January 1897) still showed very high expenditure covering the Sultan’s Office, members of the royalty and palace administration; kitchen expenditure; salary of workers; palace maintenance; transportation rentals; medicinal costs as the Sultan was regularly ill; debts of the Sultan and other members of the royalty and the payment of annual interests to the king of Siam to the amount of $2,500.00 (the total loan was $100,000).18 Its regards the annual interest payment, this was not the first loan the Sultan had secured from the Siamese government. There were a few other loans (probably personal ones) as seen from the financial statements. The SAHCC attested the fact that both the Sultan and members of the royal family had borrowed money from Siam which was not unusual. As for the other months and years these are not discussed here as they show a similar pattern.


    The expenditure statement indirectly exposed other problems within the royal family. In Kedah, the Sultan and the royal family were situated at the highest social order while the sultan’s rule was almost absolute. The royalty possessed unchallenged rights over income and expenditure in the state. The Sultan could approve any type of expenditure according to his whims and fancy. The problem of high expenditure for members of the royalty caused considerable concern that the Sultan brought up this matter in a discussion with other royals namely Tunku Yaakob, crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz, Tunku Kasim, Tunku Akil and “all the elders who work in the state of Kedah.” This discussion took place on 14 Zulkaedah 1304 (3 August 1887) with the aim of “putting a check to the decreasing revenue at a time of high spending.”19 Subsequently, a new ruling (new salary formula) was formulated for the state. A clearer flow chart for both inflow and outflow was prepared to ensure the ability of the state treasury to pay delayed salaries of its officers. It is interesting to note that salaries of officials were determined by income made by the state from various revenue sources; in time of profit the normal salary would be paid while reduced profit would lead to salary reduction.


    Although majority of the royals were willing to compromise with delayed or reduced salaries, Tunku Dziauddin and his younger brother, Tunku Yusof opposed the new ruling.20 Tunku Dziauddin had previously requested to be appointed the Sultan’s advisor with Tunku Yusof as assistant. The request was turned down by Sultan Abdul Hamid. The situation worsened when salary cuts began to affect the two royals.21 SAHCC has taken note of the actions of Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yusof to complain to the Siamese about the salary cut. They demanded from the Sultan a salary of $1,500 each. The Siamese however refused to entertain their complaint.22


    Although the letters do not clarify the reason for Tunku Dziauddin’s “aggressive” behaviour and his “breaking of custom by defying order”, the whole issue was closely linked to the contest for the throne following the death of Sultan Zainal Rashid Muazzam Shah II (reigned 1880–1881). Sultan Abdul Hamid was not Tunku Dziauddin’s choice who was once appointed crown prince during the reign of Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin Mukarram Shah.23 After Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin passed away, Tunku Zainal Rashid was appointed Sultan, and the title of crown prince was given to Tunku Abdul Hamid. After the death of Sultan Zainal Rashid, Siam approved Tunku Abdul Hamid as the new Sultan (Gullick, 1987: 73–98). Since then, a sort of psychology war was waged by Tunku Dziauddin and his ally, Tunku Yusof, against Sultan Abdul Hamid. Scholars have linked the situation to Tunku Dziauddin’s own ambition to become the Kedah ruler after the death of Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin as he was the eldest sibling of the late sultan. However, the idea was opposed by the crown prince, Tunku Yaakob, who believed that the post could only be filled by the two sons of Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin namely Tunku Zainal Rashid and Tunku Abdul Hamid (Kobkua, 1989: 81–108). SAHCC T. H. 1304–1312 (A. D. 1886–1894) provides details on the relationship of the two contending sides.


    Tunku Dziauddin and his ally had brought up the issue of the state finances to dethrone Sultan Abdul Hamid. The Sultan not only defended his action for the salary cut to members of the royalty but also used the same issue to counter Tunku Dziauddin. Tunku Dziauddin insisted Sultan Abdul Hamid handed over the state’s financial statements from 1299–1304 (1882–1887) for scrutiny. The Sultan responded by instructing both Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yusof to prepare similar statements for the same duration which both refused as it would only expose their weaknesses in financial management.24 In another letter, Sultan Abdul Hamid clarified to the Siamese on doubts raised by Tunku Dziauddin regarding Kedah’s income including those not written in the statements as they were against Islam. The revenue farm for pigs was one such case. Some incomes were combined, such as the revenue farm for hide for Kuala Muda and Kota Setar. Some payments were not included as the amount was very small. Some incomes were not included in the statement prepared by Tunku Dziauddin when he was crown prince, such as the Kuala Muda revenue farm for fish which was privately owned.25


    From the SAHCC we know Sultan Abdul Hamid had openly questioned his uncles’ (Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yusof) disloyal behaviour. He blamed the two as responsible for weakening the state’s financial standing through their habit of borrowing money under the name of the Kedah government between 1881–1882. As a result lenders began to pressure the state for payment. As soon as Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin passed away, both royals took $13,748.37 from the state treasury. Tunku Dziauddin had a personal loan from Siam to the total of $4,800 and Tunku Yusof, $3,181,05. To clear these debts, Sultan Abdul Hamid had to borrow money. According to the SAHCC, both royals were not allowed to be involved in any state matters during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid as both were dishonest.26 Subsequently, both the Sultan and Tunku Dziauddin had raised the issue with Siam but Bangkok took the side of the former. The sultan viewed salary demands by his two uncles as unreasonable as both did not contribute to the state. In fact, both lived in Penang.27 The sultan deemed their actions as contravening the customary village rules as well as Islamic law by defying the state ruler. It seems the sultan never forgave his two uncles.28


    The conflicts did not end here. The SAHCC continued to expose Tunku Dziauddin’s effort to dethrone Sultan Abdul Hamid through the attempted murder case of Tunku Haidar, the son of Tunku Dziauddin. A senior official of the Sultan by the name of Che Man Tajar was allegedly involved in the plan. The Sultan claimed that it was mere slander. After investigation, the Sultan found that Tunku Dziauddin was the mastermind of the case. Tunku Dziauddin was reported to have made a complaint that Che Man had paid money to a Siamese by the name of Endin Nai of mukim (subdistrict) Padang Kerbau to poison Tunku Haidar who also lived in the same area. During investigations, and when pressured for proof, Tunku Dziauddin, admitted that his son was lying and that it was done to frame Che Man. Tunku Dziauddin could not even give any evidence for his claim of a letter supposedly written by Che Man. The Sultan, on the other hand, assumed the letter was written by Tunku Dziauddin as he was uneasy to see the Sultan ruling the state in a fair manner.29 Mindful of his standing as a ruler and the need for peace in the state, the Sultan suggested to the Siamese to instruct Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yusof to cease meddling in state affairs.30 In summary, the start of Sultan Abdul Hamid’s reign was full of challenges, particularly from his uncles.


    Based on the Bangkok-Kedah correspondence for 1886–1888, Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yusof had sent 23 letters complaining of Sultan Abdul Hamid’s actions which they claimed were aimed to frame them. This was also their professed reason for not residing in Kedah. The Sultan responded with 14 letters, touching on the state’s financial situation and the two royals. However, not all the letters are in the SAHCC. The two royals blamed Sultan Abdul Hamid as the mastermind for the attempted arson on Tunku Yusof’s house in Kuala Muda in 1886/7. Both had cited personal safety as their reason for not residing in Kedah. In response, the Sultan stated that after investigations, it was found that Tunku Yusof had given the house to his mother-in-law, Wan Sara while the fire was caused by a firecracker played by one of her grandchildren. As proof, Wan Sara and Tunku Ataullah wrote confession letters regarding the transfer of the house ownership and the firecracker incident.31 The problems with Tunku Dziauddin only ended after his demise in 1909. Yet Sultan Abdul Hamid still showed his deference to his uncle by bringing the body for burial in Langgar. Kobkua claims the lack of Siamese efforts to ensure Kedah’s political stability had indirectly elevated the prestige of Sultan Abdul Hamid, and his father, Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin. In reality Siam acted as protector of Kedah, including in providing solution to the crisis among the royals (Kobkua, 1989: 81–108).


    The financial crisis and the poor relationship among the royals did not subside even after the demise of Tunku Dziauddin. A new challenge came from Tunku Abdul Aziz who was appointed crown prince in 1881. After 1890, the loans made by the Sultan to overcome the state financial crisis had increased substantially. Crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz had gone to Bangkok to borrow money without stating the reasons for them (Muhammad Hassan, 1968: 251). Nevertheless, a British official report linked the action to the Sultan’s illness.32 The report mentioned that while he was in a weak state, the Sultan became generous to whoever needed financial assistance and he was equally generous with expensive gifts. The crown prince tried to control the situation; he failed as income from revenue farms were paid directly to the Sultan. The financial situation became worse when the Sultan decided to have a huge wedding feast to marry off his five children simultaneously in 1904. The expenditure involved totaled $43–44 million.33 When he was critically ill, Wan Hajar, the Sultan’s mother, under the influence of Tunku Abdul Aziz signed a letter which was subsequently sent to Bangkok requesting permission to form a Council of Regency. Siam declined the request as Bangkok later found out the Sultan was healthy. The formation of the Council of Regency was important as it would enable government power to be transferred from the Sultan to the Council. It is interesting that in 1905, following the loan and the arrival of the Siamese Financial Adviser, Kedah’s financial standing was in a transition; as stated by Sharom it was between “tradition and change”. Prior to 1905, the financial system did not differentiate between the income and expenditure of the state and those of the Sultan. The arrival of the Siamese Adviser and later, British Adviser had led to administrative restructuring. Financial affairs began to be more systematic after the arrival of the British. The Sultan and the nobility no longer had the power on state revenue. Uneconomic matters like forced labour, revenue farms, debt-slavery, ampun kurnia (royal grant) and tax relief privileges for members of the nobat and mukim holder were removed either by force or through legislation.34 However, according to Mohammad Isa Othman, the Kedah ruler and elites did not willingly accept British rule. They continued to adapt the state’s economic rhythm with capitalism. The Sultan still possessed absolute authority for the state and his people; the nobility still made efforts to exercise their authority towards state officers; state officers had the authority over the people. All these were meant to ensure the peoples’ loyalty to the state.35 This idea is clearly seen in the SAHCC. Although crown prince Tunku Abdul Aziz tried to control the Sultan’s actions in financial matters by asking for assistance from Siam, the efforts faced considerable difficulty as the Sultan possessed absolute power in the state.


    CONCLUSION


    The SAHCC is proof of how a Malay state that was helmed by more powerful neighbours restructured its administrative and ruling system. What is interesting is that although it was under the influence of Siam since 1905 and later the British since 1909, the Kedah ruler and elites continued to play their roles to sustain the loyalty of the people by reforming the state’s administrative flow, including the handling of various complaints from the people. The SAHCC is important in analysing the type of relationship between Kedah and neighbouring states like Penang, Perak and Siam. Although the collection is incomplete especially for the period after 1921, the ones available provide details on economic, political and social condition that had to be dealt with by Sultan Abdul Hamid. This information is not touched on in Kedah’s official reports produced by the British. In the last analysis the SAHCC has opened up a path not only for the discovery of new themes in Kedah history for the period 1882–1920, but also allows the re-evaluation of old issues such as the financial crisis during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid.
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    NOTES


    1.The books were found originally without any numberings. The numbering was done by the Archives based on the consecutive flow of the year. Since 1983, Sahabat Arkib (Friend of the Archives) was formed by National Archives of Malaysia, Kedah/Perlis Branch, to assist in the transliteration process. Interview with Tuan Haji Salehuddin bin Abdul Ghani (Kedah Archives Director 1982–1996) on 3rd December 2008 at the National Archives of Malaysia, Kedah/Perlis Branch.


    2.Stamford Raffles supplied “letter of safe conduct” dated 4th February 1817 in both Malay and Javanese to Captain Philip Parker King for a mission on the Australian Northern waters in 1817 untill 1822. The mission’s aim was to map and explore the waters for the benefits of the British, as well as to obstruct other European powers from leading and competing with the efforts. The importance of writing the two letter versions is due to the fact that since the 18th century, Makasar-Malay fishermen often patrol the Australian waters to look for trepan and there was a high probability that the team would meet them and asking assistance from them.


    3.For further information, see also, Bonney (1971); Kobkua Suwannanthat-Pian (1999).


    4.The aim was to reduce the size of Kedah area by falsifying measurements of the border with Perlis.


    5.Sultan Abdul Hamid was said to have fallen ill for 14 years since 1895.


    6.A type of game that involved betting.


    7.Nobat and nobat player had a special place in Kedah. The players were exempted from paying land taxes that was introduced in 1883. They were also beyond the control of the State Council that was formed in 1905. The players were not given salaries but were allowed to ask for ripai tax (a tax of 16 gantang [pots] of paddy a year) and nobat tax from each household. The British was not happy with this and later abolished it in 1909. Since then, nobat players were given salaries and were not allowed to ask for taxes from the villagers. See, CO 716, The Kedah Annual Report of the Adviser to the Kedah Government for the Year 1327 A.H. (23 January 1909–12 January 1910).


    8.Canon Al-Akubat 1335 consists of 511 clauses, rules and punishments that cover various aspects.


    9.The law was related to security for government officers while undertaking their duties.


    10.The 1338 Federal Law regulated that clubs, companies and groups that have more than 10 members were to be registered. Failure to do so could cause the group to be deemed illegal.


    11.Other than Sharom SAHCC was also referred as an important source by Mohd. Isa (2001).


    12.CO 717, The Annual Report of the Adviser to the Kedah Government for the 1327 A.H. (23 January 1909 – 12 January 1910), Appendix A.


    13.The strained relationship between Maxwell and Kedah elites side is described in CO 273/351 and CO 273/360–361 which includes the letter from Tunku Mahmud to Maxwell and British High Commissioner, John Anderson and replies from W. G. Maxwell to Tunku Mahmud. Maxwell was seen by Kedah officers and members of the State Council to have made many decisions on behalf of Kedah without first informing the State Council. Among the heated issue was Maxwell’s attempt to stop the payment of allowances to the Sultan’s children who had reached the age of 15 as they were then supported by the state government. Another issue was his instruction that all correspondences must be done in English.


    14.SAHCC, Book No. 1, T.H. 1300–1304/A.D. 1882–1886: Ini kira-kira terima rial hasil pajak Kuala Muda dan Merbuk for the month of Safar 1304.


    15.SAHCC, Book No. 1, T.H. 1300–1304/A.D. 1882–1886: Ini kira-kira terima rial hasil pajak Kuala Muda dan Merbuk. See, Kira-kira bayar belanja Duli Tunku-Tunku dan harga barang-barang yang kepada bulan Zulhijjah 1300.


    16.SAHCC, Book No. 1, T.H. 1300–1304/A.D. 1882–1886: Ini kira-kira terima rial hasil pajak Kuala Muda dan Merbuk untuk bulan dan tahun yang berkenaan.


    17.SAHCC, Book No. 1, T.H. 1300–1304/A.D. 1882–1886: Ini kira-kira terima rial hasil pajak Kuala Muda dan Merbuk. For example, the balance in Kedah treasury for the month of Zulhijjah 1300 (income deducted by expenditure) was 2265 rial; in Muharram 1301, a total of $2,458; in Safar 1301, a total of $2,321; in Jamadilawal 1301, a total of $1,218.


    18.SAHCC, Book No. 6, T.H. 1314–1317/A.D. 1896–1899: Kira-kira keluar belanja bulan Sya’ban 1314, (Out-flow account for the month of Sya’ban 1314) p. 5.


    19.SAHCC, Book No. 2, T.H. 1304–1312/A.D. 1886–1894: Fasal mesyuarat perturun belanja dan gaji-gaji di Kedah ini.


    20.SAHCC, Book No. 2, T.H. 1304–1312 A.D. 1886–1894: Fasal mesyuarat perturun belanja dan gaji-gaji di Kedah ini bertarikh 14 Zulkaedah 1304.


    21.The original salary for Tunku Dziauddin was $1,708.33 per month was then reduced to $800, while Tunku Yusof’s salary of $841 was reduced to $400 per month. See, SAHCC, Book No. 2, 25 Safar 1305. Rencana surat beri Cukun Kalahom fasal perturun belanja-belanja di negeri Kedah ini; SAHCC, Book No. 2, 25 Jamadilakhir 1305. Balas surat Tra fasal suruh beri belanja Tunku Dziauddin. Rencana surat beri kepada Chao Phya Potlib fasal ia suruh beri belanja Tunku Dziauddin; SAHCC, Book No. 2, 28 Safar 1306. Rencana surat beri pada Chao Phya Potlib yang kata ganti tempat Semuhak Phrak Kalahom fasal sudah beri belanja Tunku Dziauddin dan Tunku Yusof yang tertahan kemudian daripada ditetap di dalam estimet dan fasal rumah Tunku Yusof terbakar itu. In the letter, it was stated that Tunku Dziauddin and Tunku Yusof’s salaries which were also withheld from Zulkaedah 1304 till Zulhijjah 1305 with the reason that Kedah’s financial standing was very bad; SAHCC, Book No. 2, 13 Jamadilakhir 1306 stated that the two salaries continued to be withheld until Zulhijjah 1306 and many Kedah officers were facing the same situation due to Kedah financial standing that was not strong.


    22.SAHCC T.H. 1304–1312 (A.D. 1886–1894).


    23.Tunku Dziauddin (the son-in-law of Sultan Abdul Samad) was later fired by Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin for his involvement in politics in Selangor in the early 1870s.


    24.SAHCC, Book No. 2, 18 Zulkaedah 1304. Rencana surat beri Cukun Kalahom fasal perturun belanja-belanja di negeri Kedah ini.


    25.SAHCC, Book No. 2, 11 Rejab 1305. Rencana surat beri pada Chao Phya Poltib fasal jawab pengaduan Duli Tunku Dziauddin kata kira-kira hasil negeri Kedah yang Duli Yang Maha Mulia perbuat mari pada Cukun Kalahom itu tiada betul dengan kira-kira ia perbuat.


    26.SAHCC, Buku No. 2, 4 Rejab 1305. Rencana surat private beri pada Krom Luang Teow Ong pasal kejahatan Tunku Dziauddin perbuat di atas duli Tuanku Yang Maha Mulia dan tiada beri campur dalam kerja.


    27.SAHCC, Book No. 2, 18 Zulkaedah 1304. Surat kepada Chaokom Klahom.


    28.SAHCC, Book No. 2, 4 Rejab 1305. Rencana surat private beri pada Krom Luang Teow Ong pasal kejahatan Tunku Dziauddin perbuat di atas duli Tuanku Yang Maha Mulia dan tiada beri campur dalam kerja.


    29.SAHCC, Book No. 2, 4 Rejab 1305. Rencana surat private beri pada Krom Luang Teow Ong pasal kejahatan Tunku Dziauddin perbuat di atas duli Tuanku Yang Maha Mulia dan tiada beri campur dalam kerja.


    30.SAHCC, Book No. 2, 4 Rejab 1305. Rencana surat private beri pada Krom Luang Teow Ong pasal kejahatan Tunku Dziauddin perbuat di atas duli Tuanku Yang Maha Mulia dan tiada beri campur dalam kerja. See also, SAHCC, Book No. 2, and 20 Rejab 1305, Rencana surat beri kepada Chao Phya Potlib fasal Tunku Dziauddin perbuatan kejahatan di atas Duli Yang Maha Mulia dan di atas negeri Kedah.


    31.SAHCC, Book No. 2, 28 Safar 1306. Rencana surat beri pada Chao Phya Potlib yang kata ganti tempat Semuhak Phrak Kalahom fasal sudah beri belanja Tunku Dziauddin dan Tunku Yusof yang tertahan kemudian daripada ditetap di dalam estimet dan fasal rumah Tunku Yusof terbakar itu; SAHCC, Book No. 2, 22 Safar 1306. Ini surat periksa Wan Sara fasal rumah Tunku Yusof di Kuala Muda kata Tunku Yusof beri kepadanya; SAHCC, Book No. 2, 22 Safar 1306. Inilah salinan surat periksa Tunku Ataullah fasal rumah Tunku Yusof yang terbakar di Kuala Muda itu.


    32.Al-Tarikh Salasilah Negeri Kedah (1968: 247) stated 1896 as the beginning of Sultan Abdul Hamid illness.


    33.See, CO 716, The Annual Report of the Kedah Adviser to the Kedah Government for the year 1327 A.H. (23 January, 1909–12 January 1910), p. 9. See also, Syed Mohammed bin Syed Hassan Shahabuddin and M. G. Knowles (1979: 150–155).


    34.For further discussion, see, CO 716, The Annual Report of the Adviser to the Kedah Government for the year 1327 A.H. (23 January 1909–12 January 1910).


    35.Mohd. Isa (2001: 25).
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    This essay focuses on the historical development and uniqueness of the pondok educational system in the northern region of peninsula Malaysia especially Seberang Perai. Unlike the more modern secular education, the pondok system does not guarantee employment for its graduates. Yet in the past it managed to gain much support from the local community and it became the preferred choice of the locals to educate their children. Despite its inaccessibility into the location, problems of transportation and the provision of very basic amenities, the pondok still managed to attract many students from the northern region, other parts of Malaya (later Malaysia) and outside the country. Some of the contributory factors identified for these phenomena were the strong local interest in religious knowledge, nationalism and the social standing of pondok teachers or Tok Guru within the local community as manifested in the writing of religious treatises which were either printed in Penang or Seberang Perai. This essay discusses the evolution of the pondok amidst a difficult environment and to explain how they managed to hold on until the present day. Attention is also directed towards the publication of religious treatises and their marketing in the Seberang Perai area and the connection of the publishing houses with local pondoks.
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    INTRODUCTION


    The Islamic traditional educational institution or pondok is well-known in the northern region and the east coast since the late 19th or early 20th century. For the rural Malay society the pondok was the place to deepen their knowledge in Islamic teaching and related matters. Pondok education attracted the local Malays and foreigners. In the beginning, teachers known as Tok Guru from neighbouring areas like Patani and Sumatra were brought in to set up pondoks besides local Malays who had completed their studies abroad notably the Middle East. The pondok focused on the teaching of Islam for the local community.


    Before 1800 Seberang Perai was part of the Kedah sultanate. Hence the laws of Kedah were applicable to the area. In 1800 Seberang Perai was ceded to the East India Company (EIC) following the failure of Kedah to retake Penang by force. Earlier in 1786 Penang was ceded to the EIC and its strategic location enabled the new settlement to be developed into a bustling port that attracted immigrants and trade. However, the local Malays remained either as fishermen or rice farmers. In the second half of the 19th century the population of Seberang Perai was approximately 2,000 with 90% of them Malays who had migrated from Kedah following the Siamese invasion and occupation of the state between 1821 and 1842 (Earf, 1861).


    THE PONDOK AND ITS UNIQUENESS


    Pondok means a small house or maisonette. Quite often it was a temporary building constructed from wood or bamboo with thatched roof. In this study, the pondok has a special meaning and is closely connected with traditional Islamic educational institution. Spatially, the pondok system consisted of a few huts constructed around the residence of the Tok Guru or mosque. The pondok served as living quarters for students during their study with the Tok Guru. Most of them came from different places including neighbouring states or from outside Malaya. Each pondok which comprised a small space and cooking area could accommodate two or more students. The pondoks were provided with very basic amenities with water secured from a nearby well or river while kerosene lamp was used for lighting. In recent years both have been replaced by electricity and pipe water.


    It was commonly believed the pondok originated from Patani in south Thailand. Its physical appearance was believed to be based on the Siamese-Buddhist institution known as the asyram (Ahmad Jelani, 2006: 97) while the pondok was used as hostel for students. This form of residence was very popular in south Thailand in the 17th and 18th centuries. After the Siamese attack on Patani towards the end of the 18th century the traditional educational system began to move into the neighbouring Malay states notably Kelantan and Kedah. Most scholars believed the pondok came to the Malay states in the early 19th century following the migration of Patani scholars into the northern part of peninsula Malaysia and elsewhere. In Kedah, there were approximately 179 pondoks registered during 1930–1940 (Ahmad Jelani, 2006: 97). The pondok institution also received tremendous support from the Malay rulers. Sultan Muzaffar Syah I of Kedah (d.1179M) gave his permission for the teaching of Islam in every mosque and to allow the Tok Guru to propagate Islamic teaching among the population. It was stated in the Hikayat Merong Mahawangsa (Kedah annals) (Dzulkifli, 1972: 48) that,


    
      …Jika demikian Tuan bolehlah kita suruh kerjakan seperti kata tuan itu, serta menitahkan kepada Menteri yang keempat menyuruh kerahkan segala penghulu dusun kampung anak isi negeri itu mengerjakan masjid serta suruh datang belajar ilmu syariat kepada Tuan Syeikh Abdullah…


      …If that was so, we can order (people) to do as you had explained, and instruct the fourth minister to command every village head to build mosques, and ask them to come before Tuan Syeikh Abdullah to learn the Islamic teaching…

    


    It seemed that in the initial period the community’s recognition of the pondok institution was lukewarm but Malays were fast to take the cue from their rulers. As head of the Islamic religion, the Sultan’s words were taken positively by the people while his connection with the pondok had the effect of increasing student numbers. Pondok students consisted of both ordinary folks and members of the royalty. With student increment the pondok subsequently expanded while the village where it was located became well known throughout the land (Afifudin, 1986: 42; Abdul Halim, 1982: 11; Teuku Iskandar, 1970: 887; Ahmad Jelani, 2006: 104–105; Matheson and Hooker, 1988: 43; Awang Had Salleh, 1977: 33, 42).


    Most of the pondoks during the early years were private institutions which were owned either by the local community or the Tok Guru. Their humble beginnings started with the cutting down of the forest (ihya’ al-mawat) or draining the swamps. By 1850, it was reported that most of the forest and swampy areas of Province Wellesley had been cleared for agriculture and settlements. Thus the pondok system had brought about changes that the entire local Malay community gave their full support for its establishment. Local villagers worked together to put up the basic structures besides making contributions through endowment or waqf. This created a sense of belonging towards the pondok which was firmly upheld by the villagers who saw the pondok as the place to obtain Islamic teaching and learning.


    As a traditional institution, the pondok does not merely concentrate on student education. Its wider function was to educate the surrounding community with better understanding of Islamic knowledge and the basic tenets of the religion. As non-Arabs, the local community needed a teacher to guide them in worldly wisdom and to prepare them for the Hereafter. In practical sense the pondok could reduce illiteracy at the local level through reading of the kitab (religious treatise) and the picking up of rudiments of Arabic. Local villagers could attend the study sessions as part time students or when they were free from other chores. In this way the pondok served as an informal academic centre for the rural Malay community.


    Pondok students came from various localities; neither was it restricted to any particular state. Under a well known Tok Guru, the pondok could attract students from outside the district and the state which resulted in the increase of the local population. Some students stayed permanently after their appointment as teachers for the pondok upon the completion of their study. Others stayed on after marrying local women and to help their in-laws in working the land. Thus the legacy of the pondok was sustained by subsequent generations that resulted in the expansion of the local community.2 In sociological sense, the expansion of the pondok could subsequently expand the village and increase its population; some of these villages later coalesced into small towns.


    As an institution the pondok carries the concept of “living education” with the learning activities taking place all day long. The students and Tok Guru lived close to each other in the same neighbourhood. For the former, the learning process was not only during the formal study sessions with the Tok Guru. Students were taught before and after the five daily prayers and they gained knowledge at the mosque, the farm, the market as well as within the community (Shellabear, 1977: 151). These unique learning activities went on until the students completed their formal study, which was based mainly on the reading of the prescribed kitab and practicing religious instructions in both fiqh (Islamic law) and aqidah (Islamic faith). In the practical aspect, students have to conduct religious ceremonies like acting as imam (to lead prayer congregation), teacher, preacher and taking the lead in burial ceremonies within the village.


    The close relationship between villagers and the pondok community bound them together in various religious activities. The respect and cooperation among them were instrumental in sustaining the pondok’s continued existence. Villagers willingly donated money and materials for the pondok (infaq); they also looked after the young students (Abdullah al-Qari, 1974: 91). The money was utilised to buy wood, roof, sand, books and for repairs of the pondok. Students were provided with accommodation and education for free. They only had to pay the costs of electricity and groceries3 (Mohd Sarim, 1978: 25). To get cash, students assisted the Tok Guru or other local folks during the harvest or to tap rubber. Quite often the Tok Guru owned substantial land which he received as ihya’ al-mawat or gifts. According to various studies (Mahani Musa, 2003: 35; Hill, 1977: 89; Ahmad Jelani Halimi, 2006: 141) between 1822–1833 prominent Islamic teachers owned substantial land in Kedah; only the nobility and the sultan possessed more land.


    As for their academic background, the Tok Guru usually had mastered Islamic law, theology, sirah, interpretation of the Quran, hadith, philosophy and Arabic. Most of them had studied in Makkah or Madinah. The subjects taught were based on the knowledge of the Tok Guru as well as the kitab used. New teachers would teach any subject as required by the head of the pondok (Tok Guru) but within the confinement of Islamic studies. In the early days there were no connections between the pondoks as each stood on its own. Each pondok managed its own books (both texts and reference books), syllabus and topics of study. Neither were there any discussion, tests, examinations nor a standard curriculum. The goal of each pondok was to disseminate knowledge of Islam to the public. In order to achieve this goal, some pondok made it compulsory for students to memorise the Quran in part or in its entirety. The medium of teaching was Malay although some pondoks used Arabic manuscripts in their learning activities (Awang Had, 1977: 41; Ahmad Jelani, 2006: 81; Ramli, 2006: 18).


    It was only later that the pondok curriculum underwent a paradigm shift from its individual coaching. Transformation took place in both the course of study and the method of teaching and learning. Some pondoks got together to discuss standardising the syllabus to enable their students to pursue further studies in Makkah or Madinah. The syllabus was expanded to incorporate Islamic philosophy (tasawwuf) and method of worships (tarekat). However, the changes were not enforced on the students. Students were attracted to the pondok either because of its curriculum or the teaching staff. They came from various parts of the country to master a particular subject. This means each pondok had its own uniqueness that differentiated it from other pondoks.


    In the early 20th century, the teaching system in the pondok was changed to the class or madrasah system. The method of study through a circle (halaqah) around the Tok Guru and instruction through reading and listening (talaqqi) were no longer practised under the new study format. Its curriculum was reorganised to suit the time. Students could know their course of study, its duration and syllabus through a proper arrangement (nizami). After 1957 the transformation of the pondok was also due to government requirements to assess student output and to ensure the educational process was done in a proper manner. A good student, even from the pondok, should be able to pursue his study further or to apply for a government job. The secular school system which introduced western syllabus that produced various benefits had discouraged many from joining the pondok (Ahmad Jelani, 2006: 96). On the other hand, others were uneasy at official attempts to regulate and control these pondoks. A bigger challenge came with the establishment of more vernacular schools since the 1960s. This led more and more Malay families to put emphasis on western education instead of the pondok. Once secular schools became a national institution Malays began to abandon pondoks (Ahmad Jelani, 2006: 96). For most parents the national school was the best way to educate their children and to ensure a better future. This had considerably affected the sustainability of the pondok and forced its transformation into a new school system. As a result, most pondok have changed to the madrasah system in order to sustain the student numbers (Abdullah Ishak, 1995: 4). It is not surprising that most of the present day religious schools actualy originated from the pondok especially those in the category of Sekolah Agama Rakyat (SAR) or Peoples’ Religious School and Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Agama (SMKA) or National Religious Secondary School.


    THE EVOLUTION OF THE PONDOK IN SEBERANG PERAI


    Formerly known as Province Wellesley, Seberang Perai is made up of a narrow strip of land opposite Penang island. It is part of Penang state which is located in the northern region of Malaysia that includes Perlis, Kedah and northern Perak. Historically, both Penang and Perlis were part of the Kedah Sultanate. In 1786 Penang was ceded to the EIC; in 1800 Seberang Perai was ceded to Penang after Kedah’s attempt to retake the island ended in failure. Perlis was detached from Kedah in 1842 by the Siamese. As these states were close to southern Thailand,4 they also came to share cultural similarities and traditions.


    Historians are still in the dark as to who actually pioneered the pondok educational system in the northern region. Its starting point could not be far off from other pondoks which had been established in Patani and Kelantan. These states have shown remarkable achievement in Islamic progress since the coming of Islam in the 15th century (Ibrahim, 2005: 22, 25; Nik Anuar, 2000: 16). In Kedah for instance, Sultan Muzaffar Syah I had taken a strong interest in religious activites in the state and had appointed religious teachers, also known as “Sheikh al-Islam,” for consultation and advice on Islamic matters. The title was derived from an Islamic preacher, Sheikh Abdullah Yamani who had introduced Islam to Sultan Muzaffar Syah I in a rather fanciful way in the year 1136 (Mat Kassim, 1981: 18). However, Kedah’s most popular Sheikh al-Islam was Sheikh Wan Sulaiman who was appointed for the post in the first decade of the 20th century.5 His great grandfather who was known as Wan Su came from Patani.6 Many scholars believed the pondok institution in Kedah started in the 18th century.7


    In Patani, religious activities such as teaching and learning were believed to have started in the 17th–18th century. In this case, the Patani ruler and Islamic scholars worked closely together in propagating the religion either from the residence of the Tok Guru or the mosque. Most of the students came from north Malaya and the east coast besides Sumatra, Cambodia and later Singapore. To accommodate the large number of students from outside Patani, pondoks were constructed around the mosque or the Tok Guru’s residence. Many believed this setup duplicates the asyram in the Siamese-Buddhist institution (Ahmad Jelani, 2006: 97). However, the concept of setting up a pondok around a mosque was already in place since the time of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). After his move to Madinah, the mosque became the central place for meeting, learning and consultation between the Prophet and the Muslim ummah (community of believers). In Patani among the leading pondok teachers were Sheikh Daud bin Abdullah al-Fatani, Muhammad Syafi’i bin Abdullah bin Muhammad al-Fatani, Ahmad Muhammad Zain al-Fatani and Zainal Abidin bin Muhammad al-Fatani. Their proficiency in religious knowledge attracted hundreds of students from various parts of Southeast Asia while the religious treatise they wrote were kept by students as reference even after they had completed their study. However, the development of the pondok was interrupted by the Bangkok-Patani conflict of the early 20th century (Sharom Ahmat, 1984: 13; Nik Anuar, 2000: 57). For their safety, most of the teachers and students migrated to Makkah and the northern Malay states. Their presence consequently brought profound changes in their new destinations.


    Most of them came to Seberang Perai, Kedah and Kelantan to set up new pondoks. In Kedah, the focal points of these Patani refugees were the south part of the Sungai Muda, the Kedah border and north Seberang Perai. The choice of Seberang Perai was influenced by blood-relation with the locals besides the British presence that guaranteed safety from the Siamese (Zaharah, 1966: 15; Wan Shamsuddin, 1996). Bagan Ajam, Telok Ayer Tawar, Penaga, Bagan Jermal, Sungai Dua and Permatang Tok Jaya were some of the villages in north Seberang Perai that were graced by the pondok until the present day (Ramly, 1980: 134). To summarise, political conflicts in Patani, blood ties and closeness of the new location to Patani were some of the crucial factors that led to the establishment of pondoks in the northern region notably Kedah and Seberang Perai (Awang Had, 1991: 101; Kobkua, 1991: 94).


    In Seberang Perai, the pondok institution was believed to have started in the middle of the 19th century. Among the earliest pondoks established in Seberang Perai were Pondok Tuan Minal in Sungai Dua (1875), Pondok Syeikh Abdul Samad in Permatang Sungai Dua (1875), Pondok Haji Mahmud Taha in Bagan Belat, Teluk Air Tawar (1880), Pondok Sungai Derhaka Seberang Perai Tengah (1880), Pondok Ibrahim Acheh or Tok Syeikh Acheh at Permatang Janggus (1885) and Pondok Haji Ahmad Padang Lalang at Bukit Mertajam (1890). Pondok Tuan Minal was founded by Syeikh Wan Zainal Abidin bin Wan Muhammad al-Fathani while the Bagan Belat Pondok was initiated by Tuan Guru Haji Mahmud Taha. Pondok Tok Syeikh Acheh was established by Haji Ibrahim while Tuan Guru Hj. Ahmad had opened the Pondok Haji Ahmad Padang Lalang (H. Abdulhalim and Muhammad Azizan, n.d.: 84).


    By the end of the 19th century or early 20th century, many more pondoks were established in Bukit Mertajam, Padang Lalang, Kubang Semang, Kepala Batas, Penanti and Sungai Bakap. Wan Zahidi (1993) has identified the pondoks which were founded in Seberang Perai between 1900 to 1960 which he listed as follows.


    
      	Pondok al-Masriah, at Bukit Mertajam was founded by Haji Muhammad Saleh bin Baqi al-Masry in 1906.


      	Madrasah al-Ahmadiah al-ljtimiah at Padang Lalang. The madrasah was founded around 1906 by Tuan Guru Haji Muhammad. Between 1920 to 1940, the pondok had more than 200 students. However in 1988, the number had decreased to 16 students and two teachers.


      	Pondok Kubang Semang, Seberang Perai Tengah was established by Haji Mahmud Taib in 1920.


      	Madrasah Da’iratul al-Ma’arif al-Wathaniyah, Kepala Batas which was founded by Haji Abdullah Fahim in 1926.


      	Madrasah Manabiul ‘Ulum, Penanti was founded in 1932 by Sheikh Othman Jalaluddin al-Kelantani. He had studied in Patani and had initiated the pondok which was known as Manabil al-’Ulum wa Natali’ al-Nujum in central Seberang Perai (Syed Muhammad Dawillah Al-Edrus, 2006: 177). The madrasah was transformed into a religious school during Haji Soleh Sheikh Othman’s time.


      	Pondok Pokok Sena, Kepala Batas was founded by Tuan Haji Hussein bin Haji Muhammad or Tuan Hussein Kedah in 1934.


      	Pondok Tuan Guru Haji Abdul Majid was established at Permatang Janggus, Penaga during the Japanese occupation in 1942.


      	Madrasah lrshad al-Asyraf al-Wataniah, Sungai Bakap was founded in 1953 by Tuan Guru Haji Yusof Haji Saad. The madrasah followed the pondok system in their teaching until 1957.

    


    As for the pondok founders in Seberang Perai, a few of them were not of local origin while their backgrounds varied. Quite often their names were appended to the pondok they had established. Haji Zainal or Tuan Minal Sungai Dua (1820–1913), for instance, came from Patani and had studied in Patani before his move to Seberang Perai to open a pondok at Permatang Sungai Dua. Syeikh Abdul Samad bin Abdul Malik Kelombong hailed from Jering (Yaring), Patani; he initiated the Pondok Permatang Tun Samad. Both Haji Mahmud Taha and Ibrahim Acheh (also known as Tok Syeikh Acheh) originally came from Indonesia while Tuan Haji Salleh Masri who initiated the Pondok al-Masri came from Negeri Sembilan but had mastered Islamic knowledge in Patani and Indonesia (Syed Muhammad Dawilah al-Edrus, 2006: 172).


    Some founders of pondoks at Seberang Perai were actually related to one another. The Pondok Seberang Perai was initiated by Syeikh Jalaluddin bin Muhammad Yusya al-Kelantani; his relatives were involved with the Pondok Permatang Sungai Dua, Pondok Kampung Setol and Pondok Permatang Buluh. The last three pondoks were founded by his sons – Haji Zakaria, Haji Muhammad Salleh and Haji Abdullah. Another pondok, the Pondok Manabiul Ulum Penanti was founded by the parents of his daughter-in-law while one of his grandsons, Haji Jaafar had founded a pondok at Padang Lalang. Between 1822–1833, these religious teachers owned considerable plots of land in Seberang Perai (Hill, 1977: 79–89). Marriages between them further cemented family ties among these Tok Guru and others including the kadi, Penghulu and the Kedah royalty (Mahani, 2006: 46; Vaughan, 1858: 152–153).


    As an outsider who had moved to a new place, the choice of location for a pondok was not without its problems. The location that was selected must not be claimed by others in the first place. This means the pondok was often located in the rural areas that were still undeveloped. This could also provide opportunities to students and the local community to find temporary employment during their study period either in the paddy fields or rubber orchards. Between 1900 and 1950, approximately 200 pondoks were located in the northern region while their students came from various parts of Southeast Asia including Malaya, Thailand, lndonesia, Cambodia and Singapore (Jasni, 2009: 432). In the early 20th century, pondoks had played an essential role in educating the Malays. Even with the coming of the modern system of education, pondoks had stood firmly with its traditional way. The close ties between the pondok community and locals have led to mutual cooperation that enabled the pondok institution to continue to prosper. To the locals the pondoks remained the focus of their respect despite its traditional structure or the uncertainty of employment for its graduates (Noriah, 2005: 176–177).


    One crucial point in the evolution of pondok is the scholarship of the Tok Guru. The Tok Guru’s mastery of myriad disciplines of Islamic knowledge not only attracted students but also non-students to undertake the journey of knowledge. The pondok institution might be informally carried out but its unique identity and flexible curriculum have attracted the attention of the local community to keep coming to the pondok. In addition, the scope of study in pondoks which explore informal religious teaching were an added factor. Following the Siamese wars of 1821–1842 and British colonial rule, the teaching of Islam included the concept of “jihad”, this was fully expounded among pondok students and the community. The many wars against the Siamese in 1831, 1836 and 1838 were waged under the influence of the pondok community (Burney, 1912: 210; Mahani, 2003: 17–27; Abdullah Zakaria, 1996: 240–270; Nik Anuar, 2000: 57; Kobkua, 1991: 92). In this sense the Islamic solidarity propagated by the pondok community was channelled to unite fellow Muslims in the region to face such political adversities.


    BOOK PRINTING AND THE PONDOK


    In the pondok educational system, the publication of religious treatise or kitab provided crucial teaching materials; these also enabled the dissemination of knowledge to the general public. In the field of Islamic knowledge, many religious treatises and books were produced from the late 17th until the 20th centuries with most of them written in Jawi (Mohd Nor, 1982: 1–8; Roolvink, 1975: 2). According to Mahayudin (1994: xxi), most of the books used in the pondok were written in Jawi. It started in the 17th century as most Malays then were illiterate in Arabic. The arrival of Islam to the region might have taken place earlier but the printed kitab Jawi which were the primary source in understanding Islam was a more recent phenomena, which was in the 19th century. Before the Second World War, the majority of Malays were more familiar with the Jawi script instead of Roman letters. The former was also closely related to the Arabic letters as used in the Quran.


    These religious treatises touch on a wide area of Islamic knowledge covering subjects on faith, laws, traditions, translation of the Quran and hadith, history, ethics and Islamic thought. Their contents were mostly the adaptation of classical Islamic books from the Shafi’i school and based on the standard syllabus which was taught in Makkah, Madinah and the Al-Azhar University in Cairo. Some of these were written by pondok teachers or Tok Guru and were later used as teaching or reading materials. These books attested the capability of particular Tuan Guru in sharing knowledge and guiding the Malay community in the Islamic way. This means every pondok had its own teaching materials; pondoks also chose books that were deemed suitable to their particular needs. Under the halaqah and the talaqqi methods of religious study, these books were essential for the students. The students would focus on these texts while the Tuan Guru would read them out and provide explanations. For the students, the books were important both for revision and as reference materials. These books were also read by the local community and served as reference materials for the general public.


    Scholars have never doubted the role of Jawi manuscripts or Islamic books in the expansion of Islamic knowledge as well as promoting the institution of the pondok. Efforts to publish Jawi manuscripts began under the Ottoman caliphate in the second half of the 19th century. Malay scholars domiciled in Makkah assisted in the project. A committee known as “proof board” (badan pentashih) was formed in Makkah in 1884;8 this board meticulously evaluated all manuscripts before their publication (Mahayudin, 1994: xv). Through printing, books became widely distributed within the region. Among the prominent Malay Muslim scholars who were involved in book printing were Sheikh Ahmad bin Zain al-’Abidin al-Fatani and Sheikh Daud al-Fatani (Hurgronje, 1931: 287). Many of their writings as well as those from other Islamic scholars were published during this period. The printing was undertaken in Istanbul, Cairo and Makkah; it later moved to Patani and Penang. Nowadays, many Jawi manuscripts could be found in the national archives of Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore besides London and Leyden.


    By the end of the 19th century or early 20th century, Penang and Patani began to undertake the printing of Jawi manuscripts. The nature of the pondok learning which was based on the halaqah and talaqqi system required a large number of texts. This subsequently led to the mushrooming of printing houses. Until the end of 1945, about 20 printing houses were located in Penang excluding Seberang Perai (Siti Amirah, 2012: 78). In Penang the existence of Islamic printing houses was inspired by the role of Acheen Street in the hajj business especially for the northern region including Patani. As the “Second Jeddah” Acheen Street provided opportunities for selling religious books relating to the hajj or on Islam in general.


    At that time Arab influence was dominant in the region including in the printing sector. Most of the printing houses established in Penang since the 1860s were dominated by Arabs or those of mixed Arab ancestry. These include Maktabah H. Abdullah B. M. Noordin Arrawi, Persama Press, Sulaiman Press and Papers Sdn. Bhd., al-Huda Press and The United Press. Most of the pondok in Seberang Perai procured their reading materials from these printers. For instance, Kitab Tathrif al-Arfi fi Tasrif as-Sharf (1935) and Kitab Asy-Syarh al-Kabir (1939) were written by Syeikh Usman Jalaluddin Penanti and printed by the Persama Press. Another religious treatise the Kitab al-Durrah al-Nafi’ah fi Asyrath al-Sa’ah (1371H) which was written by the same author was printed by the United Press. Both the Persama Press9 and the United Press10 have printed many books which originally came from the pondoks in Seberang Perai. These companies not only provided pondok reading materials, they also disseminated the writings of pondok Tuan Gurus from the Seberang Perai area as well as pondoks from Kedah, Kelantan and Terengganu (Siti Amirah, 2012: 5). The al-Huda Press, for instance, had printed Kitab Kisarul Aksir lish Shaghir ‘indal Kabir li Ma’rifatillahil ‘Alimil Khabir in 1937. It was written by Tuan Hussein Kedah who founded pondoks in Alor Ganu, Bohor, Bagan Ulu, Sungai Limau, Padang Lumat (all five are located in Kedah) and the Pondok Pokok Sena (Seberang Perai). The United Press had printed Kitab al-Durrah al-Thaminah al-Gharibah fi Ad’iyah al-Tawaf, wa Du’a’ ‘Arafah wa al-Ziyarah in 1968. It was written by Syeikh Muhammad Daud bin Sulaiman bin Syarif al-Kalantani al-Makki who founded the Pondok Sg. Durian of Kuala Krai in Kelantan.


    Besides these Arab owned companies, there were other printing houses which were owned by Malays and Indian-Muslims. They had started as early as 1899 (Noriah Mohamed, 2005: 165). They included the Maktabah Matabaat Darul Muammait, Pustaka Islam, Suasana Baru and Jelutong Press. The books were printed either in Jawi or Arabic (Jelani Harun, 2005: 161). The Jelutong Press had printed Kitab Ithaful Murid fi Ahkamit Tajwid which was written by Syeikh Tahir Jalaluddin. In the long run the writing, printing and marketing of religious treatises helped the pondoks to sustain their role in disseminating knowledge to the public. Quite often the pondok appointed their own agents to distribute these books and other assorted printed materials.11


    Other than the Tok Guru, owners of printing houses had also written books on Islam. In many cases their knowledge of Islam came through formal study at the Al-Azhar University or other traditional institutions like the pondok and madrasah. In Penang, Md. Ali Mohamed Rawa who owned the Persama Press had published Kitab Aqa’id al-Diniah in 1937. This book discusses the Islamic faith and its ideology (Siti Amirah, 2012: 81). Syeikh Abdullah al-Maghribi who owned the al-Huda Press had published Kitab Ilmu Balaghah, Kitab Munir al-Ifham, Mushaf al-Sultani al-Hamidi, a translation of the Quran and the life history of the Prophet. Similarly, both Hj. Abdullah bin Mohamad Nordin Arrawi and his son Hj. Yusof Rawa had published Kitab Tafsir al-Rawi which discusses the translation of the Quran (Siti Amirah, 2012: 89). These publications were subscribed by the public, pondoks, madrasah, schools, mosques and the State Islamic Religious Council.


    However after 1997, most of the Muslim owned printing companies had moved to Seberang Perai due to the high rentals for space. After the withdrawal of the Rent Control Act in 1997 many building owners began to raise rental charges which were beyond the means of these printing houses (Siti Amirah, 2012: 115). On the other hand, the low rental charges in Seberang Perai as well as the high demands for books and teaching materials from pondoks in the area provided a way out for these printing houses (Syed Mohamad Dawilah al-Edrus, 2005: 122). Based on these facts, it was clear that pondoks in Seberang Perai had evolved from various factors unique to each pondok. The relationship that binds the Tok Guru, pondoks, books, students/the local community as well as the conflict in Southern Thailand had impacted on the institution of the pondok, its evolution and progress (Bruinessen, 1995: 17).


    CONCLUSION


    The discussion has highlighted some factors that have affected the establishment of the pondok and its evolution, beginning with the need to have a deeper understanding of Islam, the need to follow closely the Islamic way of life and to act as a bulwark against foreign incursions notably the Thais and the British. The coming of western colonial powers to the region and the resultant Islamic resurgence had encouraged locals to seek Islamic knowledge so that Islam became their whole identity vis-a-vis the colonial rulers be it Siam or Britain. Patani’s loss of political independence after 1831 served as a catalyst to the Malay-Muslims to unite under Islam. As a result, Malays became more conscious of Islam vis-a-vis the infidels and the need to follow closely the teachings of the religion. The establishement of the pondoks served all these needs besides moulding a better Muslim. The pondok focuses both on the theoretical aspect of religious learning and its practical side through the involvement of students with the surrounding community.


    The pondoks were closely identified with the Tok Guru whose reputation in Islamic learning was instrumental in attracting students from the northern region of Malaya or from outside the country. Between 1910s and the 1940s thousands of students moved from one pondok to another to seek knowledge from various Tok Gurus who were well-known in their specific fields. Many Tok Guru were also prolific and were highly respected writers in their own right. They wrote various religious books which were printed locally. These Jawi books were widely used in the pondok besides serving as reference materials by the community. In this way printing houses had greatly assisted the development of the pondok. In many cases there were close linkages between them.


    By the 20th century the pondok had begun to re-examine its curriculum based on Middle Eastern institutions to ensure the pondok remains relevant and attractive to the local students especially for those who were unable to further their studies in Cairo, Makkah and Madinah. Despite the many challenges currently faced including from vernacular schools, the pondoks still managed to survive as many Malays still see the essentiality of the traditional system for modern society through their unique method of teaching and learning.


    ACKNOWLEDGEMENT


    This study was funded by USM Research University Grant “Natural and Cultural Heritage of the Northern Region of Peninsular Malaysia (focusing on Perlis, Kedah, Penang and northern Perak)”, No.1001/PHUMANITI/816037.


    NOTES


    1.A different version of the essay had appeared in Malay as “Transformasi Institusi Pondok: Tradisi dan Modenisasi” in Warisan Wilayah Utara Semenanjung Malaysia, ed. Ooi Keat Gin, 173–188. Pulau Pinang: Universiti Sains Malaysia Press.


    2.Private letters of Haji Mansor bin Md. Akib, “Perkembangan Pengajian Pondok di Kedah”. National Archives of Malaysia Kedah/Perlis Branch, SP3/D/1.


    3.Ahmad Zaki bin Hj. Ghazali. Head of the Section of Wakaf, Kedah Islamic Council. Interviewied at Alor Setar, 28th August 2009.


    4.In south Thailand the provinces involved were Satun, Songkhla and Yala.


    5.In Makkah, Wan Sulaiman was taught by many well known teachers including Syeikh Nik Mat Kecik al-Fathani, Syeikh Wan Ali al-Kalantani, Syeikh Ahmad al-Fathani, Syeikh Daud bin Mustafa al-Fathani, Syeikh Ahmad Lingga, Syeikh Ahmad Khatib Minangkabau and Syeikh Muhammad Zainuddin Sumbawa.


    6.His full name, Wan Sulaiman bin Wan Siddiq bin Wan Aman bin Wan Net bin Wan Su. Wan Su also held the post of Datuk Temenggung Kolot Bukit Lada.


    7.Private letters of Haji Mansor bin Md. Akib, “Perkembangan Pengajian Pondok di Kedah”. National Archives of Malaysia Kedah/Perlis Branch, SP3/D/1.


    8.Syeikh Wan Ahmad Muhammad Zain al-Fatani was appointed by the Ottoman Caliphate as a supervisor and proof reader in the printing company namely, al-Matbaah al-Miriyyah al-Kainnah in Mecca.


    9.For example, Kitab Luqtah al-Ajlan mimma Tamassa ilayhi Hajatul Insan (1911), Hadiqatul Azhar war Rayahin (1958) and Tayyibul Ihsan fi Tibbil Insan (1985) were written by Syeikh Ahmad al-Fatani.


    10.For example, Kitab Bisyaratul Amilin wa Nazaratul Ghafilin (1887) was written by Syeikh Ahmad al-Fatani.


    11.The company owned by Haji Putih bin Syaikh Abu Basyir had 17 agents in 1895 to market its books in the west coast and as far as Acheh, the east coast of Sumatera, Singapore and Kalimantan. Two years later, 26 agents were engaged including in Bangkok (Noriah, 2005: 92).
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    Bahasa Tanjong (Tanjong language) in the present discussion refers to a Malay dialect which has been labelled as “Penang Malay” and “George Town Malay” by past researchers. It is a variation of the Northern Malay dialect of Peninsular Malaysia which emerged over two centuries ago in the George Town area of Penang, also known locally as Tanjong. It is a hybridised form of Malay that grew out of the language contact situation between two cultures, Malay and South Indian Muslims. The intermarriage between the two groups produced an Indo-Malay community known as Jawi Peranakans who are the native speakers of the dialect. Bahasa Tanjong, as with other languages is a product of culture and is inextricably bound to its speech community. Thus, while considered a Northern Malay dialect, its emergence amidst a locale that was considered a colonial cosmopolitan caused it to possess features that are distinct from other Malay dialects. Early descriptions of bahasa Tanjong, such as Hamilton’s discussion of “Penang Malay” published almost a century ago, considers the distinguishing characteristics of the dialect as a deviation of the Northern Malay Dialect. This is the point of departure for this article that argues that the features are in fact cultural markers that contribute to the construction of the bahasa Tanjong identity. Its Indian linguistic heritage, particularly Tamil, as well as its inclination to allow influences from other languages, sets it apart from other Northern Malay dialects. The uniqueness of bahasa Tanjong mirrors the equally distinctive community of speakers to which it belongs, namely the Jawi Peranakans of Penang. As the heritage language and living language of a minority Malay community, bahasa Tanjong cannot help but be affected by various socio-political factors within the wider Malaysian context. This is addressed in the present article in analysing bahasa Tanjong as the heritage language of the Jawi Peranakans using archival information, early 20th century data on Penang Malay, and contemporary bahasa Tanjong data.


    Keywords: bahasa Tanjong, heritage language, Jawi Peranakan, hybridised Malay, Penang


    THE ROOTS OF BAHASA TANJONG


    The term bahasa Tanjong is used in this article to refer to a variation of the Northern Malay dialect2 that is spoken by Malays in the George Town area of Penang. The dialect is labelled bahasa Tanjong (Tanjong language) in the present discussion because the locale where the dialect originated, i.e. George Town in Penang, is known locally as Tanjong. Indeed the reference to this area as Tanjong is found even in writings by colonial officers on early Penang.3


    George Town or Tanjong, was a British Straits Settlement and a meeting place of various ethnicities, beliefs, cultures, geographies and economies. That old Penang, particularly the George Town area was a cosmopolitan, is evident from archival materials such as the extract below (cited in Mills, 1960: 53–54).4


    
      The greater part of this community are but sojourners for a time, so that the population of the island is continually shifting as to the individual members of whom it is composed; this population includes British subjects, foreigners, both Europeans and Americans, people of colour originally descended from European fathers and Asiatic mothers, Armenians, Parsees, Arabs, Chooliars (Indians), Malays from the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, and the Eastern Islands, Buggeses from Borneo, Celebes and other islands in the China Seas, Burmans from Pegu, Siamese, Javanese, Chinese, with Mussulmen and Hindoos from the Company’s territories in India.

    


    Although old Penang comprised a multicultural and multilingual community, the language of communication between the various groups that were in contact at the time was Malay (Kratz, 1995; Gallop, 1994).5 This is not surprising because the Malay language functioned as the lingua franca of inter-ethnic relation as well as the language of trade in the Nusantara as early as the 16th century. This fact is evidenced in archival materials such as Thomson’s (1864) stories of his travels in the Far East in the early 1800s in which he documents incidents such as one in Singapore where Thomson, an Englishman spoke Malay with a Jew whom he met because that was the language they both knew. Other archival materials such as wordlists in Pigafetta (1523), Houtman (1598), the Vocabulaer (1599), as reported by Collins and Schmidt (1992), and Bowrey’s 1701 English-Malay dictionary are proof of the importance of the Malay language as a trading language in the region over the last four centuries.


    The importance of Malay as a lingua franca in Penang was perhaps the reason for Hamilton’s 1922 publication entitled “Penang Malay”. In the article, Hamilton (1922: 67) introduces the language as follows:


    
      The difference between the so-called “Penang Malay,” which is really the Malay of Kedah altered slightly to suit the needs of a cosmopolitan town population with a large element of Southern Indians from Madras Presidency, and “Singapore Malay,” which is a similar corruption of the speech of Johore to meet the requirements of a busy mart dealing with many races and much influenced by its proximity to Java, come mainly under six heads:


      
        	Harshness in pronunciation.


        	The alteration of a final “l” into “i”


        	The clipping of certain common words.


        	The use of peculiar idioms and idiomatic constructions.


        	The use of words not in common use elsewhere, or confined in use to Kedah.


        	The inclusion of words in Indian origin sometimes to the exclusion of native Malay words.

      

    


    The introduction of the dialect as a bastardised version of the Northern Malay language is not surprising by a colonial officer and a non-linguist in the early 1900s when a variation of a known form was seen as decayed or corrupted. Notwithstanding the label that was given, Hamilton’s documentation of Penang Malay is a useful point of reference for the description of the colloquial and standard forms of Malay in the Straits Settlement at the time. In his discussion, he provides lists of Penang Malay lexical forms and expressions and how they were pronounced at the time to establish his point on the linguistic deviations of the dialect. The publication also documents a useful list of Penang Malay words and compares them with those found in Singapore Malay at the time. Although Hamilton (1922: 67) uses the term “Penang Malay”, his reference to it as a language that was altered to fulfil “the needs of a cosmopolitan town population” suggests that the language that he was referring to is essentially the form that was prominent in the George Town area of Penang. In line with this fact, Fujimoto (1988) uses the term “Georgetown Malay” to refer to the dialect. Thus, in the present discussion, Hamilton’s “Penang Malay”, Fujimoto’s “Georgetown Malay” and bahasa Tanjong that is suggested here all refer to the Malay dialect used in George Town, Penang.


    Local linguists recently proposed the term Dialek Melayu Pulau Pinang (henceforth DMPP), which directly translates into “Penang Malay Dialect” to refer to the Malay used in Penang. Geographically, Penang includes the island of Penang (Pulau Pinang in Malay) and the area on the mainland known as Seberang Perai (previously known as Province Wellesley). Taking this into consideration, DMPP essentially represents the Malay dialect used on the island of Penang and beyond. This means that the DMPP is the overarching form that comprises the sub-dialects found in Penang including bahasa Tanjong. It is necessary to establish this point in underlining the argument of the present paper that although bahasa Tanjong is a dialect spoken in Penang, it does not represent the whole of Penang. It is inextricably linked to its locality, i.e. George Town6, its colonial past and most notably the speech community to which it belongs, namely the Jawi Peranakans. It is the native tongue and heritage language of the Jawi Peranakans who reside in George Town Penang. This point brings the discussion to the issue at hand, i.e. bahasa Tanjong as the heritage language of the Jawi Peranakans of Penang.


    BAHASA TANJONG: THE HERITAGE LANGUAGE OF THE JAWI PERANAKANS


    The literature suggests that the term heritage language was first used in the Canadian context to account for languages other than English and French as well as those that are used by indigenous and immigrants (King and Ennser-Kananen, 2013). This term was modified accordingly by those who discussed it in the context of other countries including Australia and the United States (see also Cummins, 1991; Clyne, 1991; Campbell and Peyton, 1998; Fishman, 2001). Over the last two decades, the term heritage language has received wider attention as it began to be considered and employed in various contexts. As King and Ennser-Kananen (2013) explain in their discussion on heritage language and language policy, the term “heritage language” has been used to reference home language or language used in familial context, ethnic language, ancestral language including indigenous, colonial and immigrant, as well as language of origin. Besides the debate on terms and definitions, there is also much concern, within the field, over the endangered status of many heritage languages. Notwithstanding the issues that have emerged in the literature due to the problematisation of the term and its definitions, the present study considers bahasa Tanjong a heritage language, not just because it is rooted in old Penang, but more importantly because of the unique minority Malay community to which it belongs, the Jawi Peranakans of Penang.


    The Jawi Peranakans or Jawi Pekans7 are a hybrid Malay community who is the product of the intermarriage between Indian Muslims and local Malays8. According to Turnbull (1972: 46) the “South Indians, particularly Muslims, merged easily with the Malay population, and Indo-Malay marriages produced a class known as Jawi-pekans, who were particularly numerous in Penang, where they had a reputation in the early years for being smart and quick-witted as traders”. Past research in Indo-Malays (e.g. Andaya and Andaya, 1982; Fujimoto, 1988) suggests that the South Indian Muslims that came to Penang were mostly from the Coromandel Coast, an area along the east coast of India. They are known as Chulias (chooliars) and were made up of several groups: Maraikkayar, Rawther, Labbai and Kayalar based on their occupations. The South Indian Muslims that migrated to Malaya were the Maraikkayars who were mainly maritime people such as sailors or merchants. It is reported that the earliest Indian Muslim settlers in Penang were the Maraikkayars from Kedah who settled and concentrated in Penang as early as the 18th century. According to Khoo (2009: 100), “Maraikkayars would take wives in other ports, preferring to marry the Shāfi’ite Muslim women of the archipelago. In Penang, they preferred to marry Malay or Jawi Pekan women”.


    The intermarriage between the two groups also created the “Jawi Peranakan or Pekan (urban Malay) culture” (Karim, 2009: 17). This means that they used Malay as their home language and adopted many of the Malay customs and traditions. Despite this, the South Indian heritage of the community strongly features in their culture including their language. This is evident for instance in the Malay language spoken by the Jawi Peranakans9 or Jawi-Pekans which demonstrates influences from its Indian linguistic heritage, especially Tamil. Thus, while bahasa Tanjong is a Northern Malay dialect, it is unique and more distinct “with a strong Tamil accent, and… a greater admixture of Tamil words” (Fujimoto, 1988: 169).


    Some have argued that bahasa Tanjong is a creole10 which is essentially a contact language or “a pidgin11 language which has become the mother tongue of a community” (Crystal, 2003: 346). The suggestion that bahasa Tanjong is a creole may have stemmed from the knowledge that a broad spectrum of speakers with different linguistic backgrounds used it as a form of communication in old Penang. Given that Malay was the lingua franca of the diverse immigrant community at the time, it may be possible that a pidgin did emerge among immigrant speakers in George Town at the time. However, it is inaccurate to suggest that the form is bahasa Tanjong because unlike a creole, which has its roots in a pidginised variety, bahasa Tanjong is in fact a stable Northern Malay dialect and the native language of a particular Malay community. The suggestion that bahasa Tanjong is a creole is further nullified with archival evidence which shows that the intermarriage between the Indian Muslim settlers and local women, and the emergence of the hybrid community happened even before the arrival of the British in Penang. This suggests that the language used by the community was already in existence prior to British colonisation of Penang and the existence of cosmopolitan George Town.12


    With regard to Fujimoto’s earlier point on the influence of Tamil in the dialect, it is necessary to note that due to the linguistic heritage of the Jawi Peranakans, the dialect has more Indian influences (particulary from Tamil) compared to other Malay sub-dialects. According to Asmah (1987: 6), the Indianisation of the Malay language is well-established due to the heavy borrowing from Sanskrit particularly. This happened “at the time when the Malay society, especially the ruling class, was permeated by an influence from Indian culture and Hinduism…in the early centuries A.D.”. Sanskrit words that were borrowed, appropriated and naturalised in the Malay language are “mainly those relating to ritual, law and court ceremony, but also others including book, lion, herald, mango, nutmeg, pleasure, time, punishment, loyalty, religion, fasting, property, vase, intellect, independence and sin” (Sandhu, 1969: 24). Tamil loanwords entered the Malay lexicon much later, from the late 19th century with the arrival of Tamil speakers particularly from South India during British colonial rule. Asmah (1987: 7) suggests that there are much fewer Tamil loanwords in Malay and unlike the Sanskrit loanwords, which “refer to ‘high’ and abstract culture,…the Tamil ones are mostly terms which refer to common every-day life of people, such as tirai ‘curtain’, badai ‘windstorm’, tose ‘a kind of food’…etc.”.


    While Tamil influences exist in the Malay language, they are restricted to limited number of loanwords. This however is not the case for bahasa Tanjong which is heavily influenced by its Indo-Malay heritage. The Tamil influence is especially evident in its lexis, a crucial identity marker which sets bahasa Tanjong apart from the other Northern Malay dialects. The following section discusses this further based on data derived from interviews with Jawi Peranakans of various ages in Penang between 2009 and 2012, analysis of bahasa Tanjong in contemporary Malay dramas that feature Jawi Peranakans as well as introspective data.


    THE LINGUISTIC IDENTITY OF BAHASA TANJONG


    Riley (2007) refers to the concept of “cultural markers” in highlighting the strong connection between culture, language and identity. He suggests that the argument that language is a cultural system necessarily entails that all words are cultural, but some words, he emphasises, are more cultural than others. These words, according to him, are the cultural markers.13 In relation to this, one may argue that all things that are culture-specific such as food, clothing, music, songs, artefacts and festivals are cultural markers. And often, they are most evident in lexis. Indeed this is the case with bahasa Tanjong with its rather distinctive lexis.


    As a hybridised form of Malay that emerged through the contact of two cultures and languages, bahasa Tanjong possesses features that reflect its Malay as well as its Indian, i.e. Tamil heritage. The influence of the latter is often associated with the intonation and paralinguistic features (particularly hand gestures and head movement) of speakers of bahasa Tanjong. Yet, it is the linguistic expression, particularly the lexis of the language that contains cultural markers which assert the identity of the language.


    Among the Tamil words that bahasa Tanjong possesses but which are not found in the Malay language include those listed in Table 1. Some of the words have retained the original meaning in Tamil while others have been appropriated to suit the needs of a hybrid community. The list of words is not exhaustive but includes words that are still found in the speech of Jawi Peranakans.



    Table 1: Examples of Tamil words in bahasa Tanjong


    
      
        	Tamil word

        	Meaning in bahasa Tanjong
      


      
        	achi

        	older sister
      


      
        	aniayom

        	problem/difficulty
      


      
        	atta

        	father
      


      
        	auta

        	bluff
      


      
        	karipullai

        	curry leaves
      


      
        	karpayi

        	dark-skinned
      


      
        	kacra

        	dirty
      


      
        	kerke

        	crazy/mad
      


      
        	korunggu

        	monkey
      


      
        	kuttom

        	family
      


      
        	maale

        	garland
      


      
        	machan

        	brother-in-law (elder)
      


      
        	maini

        	sister-in-law (elder)
      


      
        	maistri

        	chef
      


      
        	mamak

        	uncle
      


      
        	mami

        	aunty
      


      
        	mamu

        	uncle
      


      
        	mandom

        	weak/slow
      


      
        	mandrom

        	blackmagic
      


      
        	maplei

        	bridegroom
      


      
        	moshom

        	sad face/long face
      


      
        	nalla

        	big/great/good
      


      
        	nottu

        	disturb/nuisance
      


      
        	pandil

        	tent/marquee
      


      
        	paria

        	from “pariah” to mean worthless
      


      
        	parpu

        	lentil
      


      
        	pochik

        	finished/gone
      


      
        	podu

        	eat
      


      
        	pokri

        	poor
      


      
        	ponu

        	bride
      


      
        	ranggi

        	proud/arrogant
      


      
        	rasom

        	South Indian hot-sour soup
      


      
        	remunggai

        	a long bean-like fruit
      


      
        	sanyom

        	difficult
      


      
        	sele

        	long scarf adorned by women
      


      
        	soru

        	rice/food
      


      
        	tairu

        	sour milk/yoghurt
      


      
        	tala

        	lock
      

    



    Many of the words listed in the table above have equivalents in Malay. The inclination to use Tamil words despite the availability of Malay equivalents shows the importance of Tamil as a cultural marker of bahasa Tanjong and the Jawi Peranakans. The prominence of Tamil kinship terms is a significant identity marker because kinship terms often carry crucial cultural connotations.


    The analysis of the data collected for the current study reveals that Tamil influence in bahasa Tanjong is not limited to its lexis. The following examples are expressions used by Jawi Peranakans that mimic those found in Tamil.


    
      
        	Example 1

        	Banyak punya cantik?

        	Banyak punya cantik?

        Much so beautiful

        “Who do you think you are?”
      


      
        	Example 2

        	Belakang kira

        	Belakang kira

        Behind count

        “Consider it later”
      


      
        	Example 3

        	Bukan ka?

        	Bukan ka?

        No/not what

        “Is it not?”
      


      
        	Example 4

        	Takdak punya kerja

        	Takdak punya kerja

        No/none so work

        “A waste of time”
      


      
        	Example 5

        	Tak dak kerja cari kerja

        	Tak dak kerja, cari kerja

        No/none work look-for work

        “Doing something not worth doing”
      

    



    All of the examples demonstrate deviations from Malay in terms of structure as they are literally translated from Tamil expressions. Example 2 for instance comes from the Tamil expression “welle illek” (welle means “work” and illek means “no/none”). Example 3 is from the Tamil form “ille aa” which is a question form. Besides the structure, expressions such as the above are usually conveyed using intonations that mirror the Jawi Peranakans’ Indian heritage. A typical example of such expressiveness is found in the Jawi Peranakans’ use of the word “pirah”. This word is the contracted Malay form “pi la” (from “pergi lah”) that is influenced by the Tamil form “po dah” meaning “go away” or “get lost”. The word “pirah” is usually uttered by Jawi Peranakans, just as “po dah” is uttered by Tamil speakers, that is, with an emphasis on the first syllable and accompanied commonly by a hand gesture (to shoo off).


    Whilst the Indian influence features prominently in bahasa Tanjong, it is important to note that as a language that emerged in the Straits Settlement, bahasa Tanjong was also open to borrowings from the English language for many objects that were imported into their environment by the British. Words like “ferry”, “tram”, “buggy” and other colonial imports were used by the locals in old Penang. Some words found their way into the language and have been appropriated in bahasa Tanjong. Some of the words and expressions which are of English origin that are still found in the language spoken by the Jawi Peranakans are presented in the Table 2.



    Table 2: Examples of English words in bahasa Tanjong


    
      
        	English word

        	Meaning in bahasa Tanjong
      


      
        	act/action

        	show off/arrogant
      


      
        	bus stop

        	bus stop
      


      
        	cuba try

        	give it a try
      


      
        	esen (essence)

        	perfume
      


      
        	landing

        	sleep
      


      
        	last-last/last sekali

        	finally
      


      
        	gostan (contraction of “go astern”)

        	reverse
      


      
        	hatemba’ (from Hutton bulk14)

        	things of no value
      


      
        	pantalon

        	pantaloons
      


      
        	koman (common)

        	common/low quality
      


      
        	market

        	market
      


      
        	nade

        	nadir
      


      
        	Padang Brom (Padang Brown)

        	Padang Brown – a field in George Town
      


      
        	sidebot (sideboard)

        	sideboard
      


      
        	shilling

        	coins
      


      
        	shot

        	sulk
      


      
        	stop-look-go

        	traffic lights
      


      
        	tera (terror)

        	“great” or “clever”
      

    



    As with borrowings from Tamil, the original meaning of the words have not changed while in other cases the meanings have been appropriated.


    Besides the influence of Tamil and English, bahasa Tanjong has also been enriched with lexis from other immigrant languages in Penang. Some examples include sarbat, semia, gabra, haram jadah and kereta gadi from Hindi/Urdu meaning “sherbet/cold syrup drink”, “local vermicelli”, “worried/agitated”, “bastard” and “pulled cart” respectively. Other examples include words related to Arabic culture such as shorma (surma/kohl).


    As a stable variety of the Malay language, bahasa Tanjong also has a number of words that have been coined by its speakers which are original in form and meaning. These words, such as those listed in Table 3, have been conjured up through creative linguistic processes to fulfil the linguistic needs of the community.



    Table 3: Examples of original bahasa Tanjong words


    
      
        	Original bahasa Tanjong terms

        	Meaning
      


      
        	aade

        	thin pancake-like food
      


      
        	badqohsalam

        	stupid
      


      
        	ban

        	sleep
      


      
        	daoh

        	indigenous/rural Malay
      


      
        	gondu

        	big chunk
      


      
        	golmar

        	make a scene
      


      
        	hapra’/haprakol

        	low quality/not good
      


      
        	khannas

        	naughty
      


      
        	kodi

        	low quality
      


      
        	kolca

        	a type of traditional biscuit
      


      
        	koltu

        	surround
      


      
        	lingkup

        	spoilt/destroyed
      


      
        	makron

        	naughty
      


      
        	mandom

        	weak
      


      
        	marka

        	girl/girlfriend
      


      
        	moshom

        	sulk
      


      
        	nana

        	older brother
      


      
        	nishan

        	high
      


      
        	nondi

        	limp
      


      
        	osta

        	barber
      


      
        	pak tongko

        	a long fried pastry
      


      
        	pasembor

        	salad with condiments and spicy peanut sauce
      


      
        	pirah

        	go away/get lost
      


      
        	pirashat

        	hypocrite
      


      
        	pokri

        	cannot be trusted
      


      
        	puduke

        	menial/slave
      


      
        	ponen

        	not manly/effeminate
      


      
        	raplah

        	worry
      


      
        	roshom

        	show-off
      


      
        	siru

        	silly
      


      
        	taa pi

        	move/walk away
      


      
        	tahana

        	snob
      


      
        	thur

        	silly/stupid
      


      
        	ushar/par

        	look at/search
      

    



    Besides original words, bahasa Tanjong is also enriched with unique idiomatic expressions that are used by the Jawi Peranakans and which are not found in Malay used elsewhere. Some of them are listed in the Table 4.


    Clearly bahasa Tanjong has not only been enriched with Tamil lexis and structure but also borrowings from English and other immigrant languages in Penang. Also, as evidenced in Table 3, bahasa Tanjong as a distinct dialect of Malay possesses words that are coined by its speakers.


    The identity of the language is further distinguished by the way in which Jawi Peranakan speakers use Malay words in their own context. For instance, the words jambu, bara, segan and haru are all Malay words meaning “guava”, “hot charcoal”, “shy” and “sad” respectively. Yet, the Jawi Peranakans also use jambu to mean “beautiful”, bara to mean “angry”, segan to mean “lazy” and haru to mean “bother”. Additionally, certain Malay words are pronounced differently by the Jawi Peranakans. These include misgid for masjid (mosque), katup for tutup (cover/close), angkit for angkat (carry/lift), glomiang for gelumang (smeared/covered with), katok for ketok (hit), linchin for licin (smooth), naya for aniaya (victimise) and senayan for Isnin (Monday).



    Table 4: Examples of idiomatic forms unique to bahasa Tanjong


    
      
        	Idiomatic forms

        	Meaning in bahasa Tanjong
      


      
        	buat ramai

        	cause furore or commotion
      


      
        	chacha marba

        	mixed-up/jumbled/chaotic
      


      
        	gempa’ keling

        	bluff
      


      
        	kancing prak

        	shirt
      


      
        	keta’ kepala

        	pushy
      


      
        	kolom kolpiha

        	messed-up
      


      
        	lingkup pahana

        	completely destroyed
      


      
        	mampuih pi kat hang

        	to hell with you
      


      
        	mangkok hayun

        	stupid
      


      
        	pekak telinga

        	noisy
      


      
        	puta’ alam

        	con artist
      


      
        	suap gula

        	engagement
      


      
        	suku det tak guna

        	useless/worthless
      


      
        	terbaka’ perut

        	very angry
      

    



    The Jawi Peranakans are also known to use rhymes in their speech such as panjang lebaq (lebar), apa habaq (khabar) and pi mai, pi mai tang tu (from pergi mari, pergi mari, di situ) which literally translates into “one goes back and forth but not getting anywhere”. Their Indian heritage is also evident in the use of blessings in the community. Expressions such as Tuhanla bagi selamat, angkat pangkat darjat, panjang umur which literally means “may God keep you safe, elevate your status, grant you longevity” or “terima kasih banyak-banyak, Tuhanla bagi selamat, rezeki makmur” meaning “thank you so much, may God keep you safe, prosperous” are still common among older Jawi Peranakans.


    The linguistic identity of the Jawi Peranakans which is manifested in the language they speak can also be found in a form of cultural performance, quite synonymous with Penang, known as the boria. The boria has its origins in the Muslim Muharram festival which has been argued to be of Indian origin. Overtime, the boria evolved so that by the 1860s, the boria was essentially “a celebration of folk performances”15 (Pieris, 2009: 166). The popularity of the boria was evident from the many boria groups that mushroomed throughout the city.16 Regardless of the part of the city they came from or the subject of their performance, the language used by the performers was essentially the language used by Malays in the George Town area. Verses used in boria, such as the following excerpts cited by Hamilton (1920), demonstrate the liberal use of words from other languages:


    
      Melayu penyamun tanah Inggeris

      Pantalon hitam baju puteh

      Sa-barang kerja Melayu buleh

      Di-kebun Nyior Seri Majlis


      Troop Albania jajahan Itali

      Ibarat rimau mati berdiri

      Alatan dunia ta’ambil peduli

      Jalan Baharu sedia menanti


      Askar Yunan Kuantong sama

      Sudah “resign” daripada China

      Keluar menchari som, komkoma

      Anak padang selamat sempurna

    


    The language used in the performances is typical of the Jawi Peranakans’ language with sprinklings of borrowed forms such as pantalon (pantaloons) and code switching with English such as the use of “troop” and “resign”. The Indian influence is also evident from the use of words such as komkoma which means “saffron” to refer to riches.


    The above discussion suggests that while the basis for the bahasa Tanjong lexicon is Malay, it is highly influenced by its Indian heritage. It is also enriched by other languages particularly English which was prominent in Penang throughout the colonial period. Additionally, as demonstrated, bahasa Tanjong has its own repertoire of original words coined by the speech community. Beyond Hamilton’s list of six characteristics therefore, it is crucial to note that the identity of bahasa Tanjong must also be defined in terms of its unique lexis as well as its linguistic and non-linguistic features.


    THE EVOLUTION OF BAHASA TANJONG


    In his book Language and Identity, Joseph (2004: 12) underlines that “identity is at root a matter of language”. This means that beyond its crucial function as a medium of communication, language is a construction of ideas, ideologies and identities of the speakers of the language. Later, in his discussion on identity and the traditional functions of language, Joseph (2004: 15) argues that the traditional dichotamy of the function of language as either one or both “communication with others…representation of the world to ourselves in our minds” is blurred by linguistic identity. This is because a language represents the community to which it belongs. It is a product of culture and considered a living phenomenon. It thrives on use, it varies and it changes. Indeed all living languages have changed and will continue to change (Richards, Platt and Platt, 1992)17 over geography, society and context of use (Milroy, 1992). Given this, before embarking on a discussion of the evolution of bahasa Tanjong as a Malay dialect and a heritage language, it is useful to reflect briefly on the life of the Malay language as a living language in the region.


    Firstly, as a lingua franca, the Malay language thrived for centuries in the Nusantara. Secondly, the spatial and temporal span of its life has borne a number of varieties. And thirdly, the Malay language has, like many living languages, changed. One of the main factors that has caused the language to change is the influence of other languages on Malay. Asmah (1987: vii) points out that, “(f)rom time immemorial Malay has acted as a receiver language…from other languages”. She notes three languages, Sanskrit, Arabic and English in particular, that have had major influence on the changes in Malay over the centuries. The “linguistic elements like phonemes, morphemes and lexical items, and even systems and structures” (ibid) of these languages have in other words caused changes in the Malay language at the phonological, structural and semantic levels. The most recent major change in the Malay language in Malaysia happened after the nation’s independence when it was elevated to the status of national language. Known officially as bahasa Malaysia, the Malay language or bahasa Melayu was “chosen from among the vernaculars of the people” to create a national identity (Asmah, 1987: 1). As the official medium of the government and public education, the language had to be developed accordingly. This was a planned development and the English language was an important source at the time. So bahasa Malaysia as it were, experienced what could be considered Anglicisation, as a high rate of words from the English language were borrowed and naturalised, and the phonological and the spelling systems of the Malay language were appropriated.


    Factors that bring about changes in languages vary, yet, as a linguistic process, language change is not random. Language change occurs because a language is inclined to move in a particular direction (Aitchison, 1997). In the case of bahasa Malaysia, as demonstrated above, the socio-political concerns of the country had a hand in the changes that the language experienced particularly in the 1970s and the creation of a standard version of Malay that is recognised in Malaysia. With regard to bahasa Tanjong, the historical socio-cultural context in which it emerged has lent it an identity that is distinct from other Malay dialects and not, as Hamilton puts it, a slightly altered Malay of Kedah. Its history and roots in a cosmopolitan colonial port in the northern peninsular region of the Malay states do not only make it unique but also a dialect with heritage value and distinctive identity. However, the local socio-political events in the history of the Malay language have undoubtedly had some impact on bahasa Tanjong as well as other minority languages in the country. The question that arises is, has bahasa Tanjong evolved since the early 1900s given the socio-cultural and political changes that had taken place throughout the 20th century from the colonial era through the Japanese Occupation in the 1940s, the Independence of Malaya in 1957, the installation of the Malay language as the official language in the 1960s for national development until the present era of globalisation?


    A comparison of early 20th century data on Malay used in Penang, such as those reported in Hamilton (1922), with contemporary data on bahasa Tanjong shows that most of the words that were used almost a century ago are still in use. These are essentially Malay words and the pronunciation of the words also has not changed. Thus, Hamilton’s report on the use of “i” in place of “l” in words such as bantal and bekal; the realisation of the glottal sound in place of “r” for words such as tukar and bakar; the use of “ih” in place of “s” in words such as pedas and keras still holds true till the present. This is essentially because the pronunciations are features of the Northern Malay dialect, and not restricted to bahasa Tanjong.


    Whilst many of the words listed by Hamilton are still intact in the current form of bahasa Tanjong, certain words are not in use anymore. These include words that refer to objects that are obsolete in contemporary life such as sauku (whip), poni (a tin vessel), gadi (handcart), suku duit (quarter of a cent) and tan (stable). Other words that he makes reference to that seem to have become less common in the Jawi Peranakan context of use include words such ayam piru (turkey), tairu (sour milk/yoghurt), and shannan (a coconut tree climber). Besides these, others that have become less known particularly among younger Jawi Peranakans include words of Tamil origin such as tolenji, yello, pokeri, puduke.


    Fujimoto (1988: 178) reports that the political events in the 1930s and 40s “increased Jawi Peranakan consciousness of the urgency of assimilation to Malay culture”. The impact of this on the traditions and culture of the Jawi Peranakans perhaps did not take effect until the mainstreaming of the Malay society which happened after the independence of Malaya in 1957. The dominant cultural elements of the Malay language such as language, festivals, food, and arts affected the traditions and practices of minor communities. With regard to the Jawi Peranakans, we find that biscuits and cakes such as kolca and bahulu betawi typical in their community can hardly be found anymore and the majority of young people in the community do not know of these traditional foods. Other traditions such as the suap gula (literally means “feed sugar”) ceremony for a bride-to-be during the engagement ceremony is becoming less known among younger Jawi Peranakans. Indeed the term suap gula which is used to refer to engagement ceremony is hardly used nowadays. Other words that seem to be on their way out of the bahasa Tanjong vocabulary include kancing prak (shirt), pantalon (pantaloons) and sharbat (cold syrup drink). These words are not used much anymore because they are being replaced by words from the Malay language such as kemeja, seluar panjang and air sirap respectively. This state of things is due to the dominance of the Malay language as the official language of the government as well as the medium of instruction in public schools since the 1970s.


    Although many of the words in bahasa Tanjong which are of Tamil origin have gone out of fashion, some still have an important place in the Jawi Peranakan everyday communication. Kinship terms from Tamil especially, such as those listed in Table 1, are still common among many Jawi Peranakan families (although there is a trend among third generations to use Malay kinship terms to address family members). Also, there is still a fairly strong inclination among Jawi Peranakan speakers in George Town to use some of the kinship terms beyond the family circle particularly the words mami and mamak/mamu in addressing older women and men respectively.


    THE IDENTITY OF THE JAWI PERANAKANS IN PENANG


    At the societal level, “language plays a central part, both the determiner and is determined: language is controlled by the social structure, and the social structure is maintained and transmitted through language” (Halliday, 1978: 89). This crucial interdependence between society and language means that changes in society are mirrored in language and vice versa. Thus, the changes in bahasa Tanjong as well as in the way the language is used by the Jawi Peranakans reflect the changes experienced by the community.


    Stark (2006: 385) in his discussion of the shifting identities of Indian Muslims in Malaysia suggests that “the degree of ethnic identification of the Jawi Peranakan produced rather ambiguous results”. Whilst his point makes reference to the unstable identity of the community from a political standpoint, his observation is not far from the truth where the allegiance of the community is concerned with regard to ethnicity. Karim (2009: 17) argues that the indigenous urban Malays find the Jawi Peranakans and mamaks18 problematic because while “they register their children as ‘Malay’…they constantly make reference to the ‘Malays’ as a ‘race’ in derogatory terms”. Other researchers have suggested that the Jawi Peranakan community oscillates between the two ethnicities of which they are made up, giving them room to comment on the Malays when they are Indian and Indian when they are Malays.


    Karim (2009) argues that the inclination by the Jawi Peranakan to oscillate between ethnicities is diametrically opposite to the indigenous Malays or Melayu jati. The latter “may be critical but would refrain from ethnic dissociation – reflecting on ‘the self’ as a separate socio-cultural entity from the Malay world” (Karim, 2009: 17). The Jawi Peranakans’ tendency to oscillate is possibly due to the way their ethnicity was conjured up in the society and the powers that be. An analysis of birth certificates of Jawi Peranakans born before the 1970s shows that the ethnicity of children that were born of Indian Muslim men and Malay women in Penang include the following: Indian, Indian Muslim, Jawi Pekan, Jawi Peranakan and Malay. Such an array of ethnicities attached to the children of the community is an indication of the “shifting identities” projected upon the Jawi Peranakans for the most part of the last century.


    CONCLUSION


    Despite their ambiguous identity, Fujimoto (1988) stresses that unlike other places, in Penang the Jawi Peranakans are considered to be Malays. And as a Malay community, they possess a Malay dialect that is uniquely their own, i.e. bahasa Tanjong. The discussion shows that the rich heritage of bahasa Tanjong is an important cultural marker of the language. As a hybridised form of the Malay language which emerged in cosmopolitan George Town, it is enriched with Tamil words and structure, loanwords from English and other languages that were familiar to the community, and possesses a repertoire of words and expressions identifiable only with the Jawi Peranakans. These unique features of bahasa Tanjong set it apart from other Malay dialects, and establish it as heritage language of a community which is just as distinctive.


    Bahasa Tanjong has evolved alongside the community to which it belongs. As a minority Malay community in Penang, the Jawi Peranakans cannot help but be affected by issues surrounding the Malays within the larger context of Malaysia. The politics of Malay(ness) in postcolonial Malaya especially has had a significant impact on the Jawi Peranakans and their language. As Fujimoto points out, “the most effective factor in speeding the process of Jawi Peranakan assimilation to the Malay community” is the politicisation of the Malays (Fujimoto, 1988: 186). The assimilation and cultural integration process to Malay, especially after the 1970s significantly affected bahasa Tanjong. The Tamil linguistic features began to wane and, certain traditions rooted in Indian culture that were imbued in the language became less practiced and less familiar. As these cultural traditions are usually practiced by the older Jawi Peranakan generation, it is very likely that these unique traditions die out with the second or third generation of the community. Art forms such as the boria which was synonymous with the Jawi Peranakans and Penang has also faded as a cultural marker. New forms of entertainment that came along with technology in the later part of the last century in Malaysia saw the demise of the boria in Penang. Today, the boria “refers to a choral street performance” (Karim, 2009: 52). Although it is still known as a Penang heritage, it has joined the ranks of other folk traditions of the country performed at cultural functions.


    While changes have taken place, bahasa Tanjong and the hybrid community to which it belongs have not lost their unique identity. Like their language, the Jawi Peranakans in Penang have an identity that is distinct from other Malay communities and the “existence of this distinctively ‘Penang Malay’ culture has been recognised in the Peninsula” (Fujimoto, 1988: 187). In recent years, the Jawi Peranakan culture and language have become a source of interest among producers of Malay drama and film in Malaysia. Interestingly, the attention on the Jawi Peranakans in Penang and bahasa Tanjong has had an effect on the Malay society in general as we see the adoption of some of the words from bahasa Tanjong such as gabra, raplah, mami, mamu, ranggi and a few others into the Malay language.


    In conclusion, this paper has argued that Hamilton’s (1922) “Penang Malay” which he describes as “the Malay of Kedah altered slightly to suit the needs of a cosmopolitan town population” is in fact bahasa Tanjong, a hybridised form of Northern Malay dialect which is the mother tongue and heritage language of the Jawi Peranakans of Penang. It is a unique Malay dialect with linguistic influences from Tamil, English, Hindi/Urdu, and Arabic not found in other Malay dialects in the country. As regards the Jawi Peranakans of Penang, to echo Fujimoto (1988: 187), the distinctiveness of their “culture continues to set them a little apart within the Malay community”.
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    NOTES


    1.This article is a revised and updated version of an earlier publication in Malay titled “Bahasa Tanjong: Evolusi identiti sebuah bahasa warisan” in Warisan Wilayah Utara Semenanjung Malaysia, ed. Ooi Keat Gin. Penang: Universiti Sains Malaysia Press.


    2.The terms “language” and “dialect” are usually distinguished in linguistic discussions. In the present discussion however, the two are used interchangeably.


    3.The word Tanjong is found in Steven’s (1929) paper entitled “Early History of Prince of Wales Island”. He makes reference to the area a number of times in his writing including the following: “It was perhaps natural that in those days the European residential area should be close the business town amid the swamps of the Tanjong” (1929: 387). “The Tanjong, which Light selected for his township, and the area between the Tanjong and the somewhat higher ground near the base of the hills, was very flat and swampy, and liable to frequent inundation” (1929: 389).


    4.The excerpt is found in a letter of Dickens, the Magistrate, written to the Lieutenant-Governor of Penang on 1 June 1802.


    5.Crawfurd (1848), in his paper entitled “On the Malayan and Polynesian Language and Race” highlighted that of the three main groups that spoke the Malayan language, the Malay race to him is the most remarkable. According to Crawfurd, this is the only race “from Madagascar to Easter Island, and from Formosa to New Zealand, over 70 degrees latitude and 200 of longitude…that has exhibited a considerable intellectual development. It has for ages possessed the knowledge of letters, worked with useful metals and domesticated useful animals” (1848: 183–184). He also pointed out that the “inhabitants of Java, Sumatra, Borneo, Celebs, Bali, Lombok, and Sumbawa, are of the race, as are most of those of the Malayan Peninsula, and of the Philippine Islands” (ibid).


    6.George Town was declared a World Heritage site by the UNESCO World Heritage Committee at their meeting in Quebec on 7 July 2008.


    7.The term Jawi means “Malay” while Pekan means “town”.


    8.While there are various hybrid Muslim Malay communities in Penang (Arab-Malay, Punjabi-Malay, Pakistani-Malay and other immigrant-Malay heritage), in the current discussion, as established by past researchers (Hamilton, 1922; Nagata, 1974; Fujimoto, 1988), the Jawi Peranakans are of South Indian Muslim and Malay descent.


    9.Recent work on Jawi Peranakans in Penang suggests that the group also includes those who are of Arab-Malay descent. This is arguable as the Arab-Malay community in Penang is an established community with a rich social history of their own. The blurring of the two groups may be due to the history of the two communities in Georgetown. See Omar Farouk (1978) for a useful discussion of the Arab community in Penang, and Karim (2009).


    10.A creole is a language that emerges, out of necessity for communication, in situations where speakers of different linguistic backgrounds come in contact.


    11.A pidgin is a contact language in circumstances where communication would not otherwise be possible.


    12.One such evidence is found in Van Ronkel (1922) in discussing the author of a manuscript dated 29 August 1767 written in Malay.


    13.In his discussion, Riley (2007) identifies the following as cultural markers: acronyms and abbreviations (e.g. DIY, IRA), places (e.g. Sandhurst, Wembly), organisations (e.g. RSPCA, Oxfam), “days” (e.g. Good Friday, Halloween), dates (e.g. September 11th), characters (e.g. Goldilocks, Jack the Ripper), signs (e.g. Sale, Checkout time), newspapers (e.g. The Times, the Daily Mirror) and games (e.g. snakes and ladders, hopscotch).


    14.“Hutton bulk” refers to second hand goods that were sold in an area in Georgetown known as Hutton Lane. The word hatemba’ is essentially an appropriation of the native pronunciation i.e. “Hutton bulk” by the locals.


    15.According to Vaughan (1857), the religious nature of the festival was marred by the irreverence of the participants, namely the Jawi Pekans whose “love of fun and devilry leads them to imitate burlesquely all the ceremonies observed by the Mohamedans and Hindus of India to the amusement of bystanders” (Vaughan, 1857).


    16.The verses that the theatrical groups “recited were both temporal and geographical and typically explored either a cultural or character trait of a chosen ‘nationality’” (Pieris, 2009: 166).


    17.According to Richards et al., language change cannot be confused with language shift. The view that language is a living phenomenon implies that the process a language experiences includes development, if the language is dynamic in terms of its use by speakers, or loss/death, if it loses its importance or if there is another language which is dominant in terms of use.


    18.Karim underlines an important point in her discussion on the Jawi Peranakans and the Indian Muslims in Malaysia, known as mamaks. The latter refers to Indian Muslims who marry Indian Muslim women. Their mother tongue is Tamil but whenever “these mamak communities married peranakan women, their children took to speaking Malay at home and eventually peranakan and mamak communities fused into a new Malay hybrid community in the township of George Town” (2009:17).
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    This essay discusses the pottery-production heritage of Kuala Kangsar, in particular the labu sayong (earthen ware or gourd pitchers from the Sayong area). This particular handicraft of the Perak Malays has a unique history of its own. From the historical aspect, the practice of pottery-production is believed to have started by the Malays thousands of years ago. Over the years the heritage has been kept alive and is still being practiced traditionally by Malays in Kuala Kangsar and produced for commercial purposes. Confronted with the emergence of new and modern pottery-production techniques, which is a challenge to the popularity of traditional pottery, the traditional technique of pressing and pinching has been sustained until the present day. Based on historical and archaeological sources and field study, this essay explains the origins, history and development of pottery-production in Kuala Kangsar. The essay also identifies the problems and challenges which traditional labu sayong practitioners have to face and steps taken by the government to ensure this traditional Malay handicraft is safeguarded and sustained so that it is not wiped out by changes over time.
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    INTRODUCTION


    Studies on pottery are invaluable for the historians, archaeologists and anthropologists in understanding and reconstructing the history, culture, and ancient arts as well as to understand the historical stages of a nation’s progress and its civilization (Chia, 1995). According to the general view among historians and archaeologists, the study of ceramics could yield a great deal of valuable knowledge associated with the chronology or dating of the technological and social systems of early societies (Asyaari, 1998). Its importance is evident from the history of civilisation which always begins with the invention of basic utensils from rock, stone, bones, skeletons and even clay. According to Ahmad Fauzi (2009: 1), “…the production of ceramics is one of the oldest activities in the history of human life.” Shamsu (2005: 77) explains that pottery is “…one of the earliest handicrafts which were created by human civilization.” In Malaysia, the invention of pottery was an indication of the beginning of civilisation; it is irrefutable evidence of the origins of the primal communities referred to as the Malays.


    To understand and explain the rise of human civilisation in a particular location, archaeologists usually begin with the study of ancient ceramic utensils. In fact the world’s greatest civilisations possess their own tradition of pottery-making. The early Malays had evidently achieved a certain level of cultural attainment through the invention of ceramic utensils. Studies have been conducted to identify how and when the Malays began making pottery although the availability of records is problematic. According to several studies by archaeologists, pottery making in Malaysia started thousands of years ago during the Neolithic age.2 Scholars had identified this pottery as primitive pottery. According to Norton (1956: 83):


    
      Primitive pottery making is almost universal in association with early man over the whole surface of the earth, and because communication was practically non-existent, we are led to the conclusion that it evolved independently in many regions.

    


    The history of primitive Malay pottery-making was first studied in the early 20th century. Through excavation works fragments of pottery were discovered at archaeological sites like Gua Cha in Kelantan, Bukit Tengku Lembu in Perlis, Ulu Tembeling in Pahang, Bukit Tambun in Perak and Gua Niah in Sarawak (Siti Zainon, 1986; Shamsu, 2005: 78).3 These discoveries were made by foreign scholars including Evans (1918),4 Callenfels and Evans (1982), Sieveking (1955), and Peacock (1959). Some of their findings were made in Perak. Later local researchers like Zuraina (1989), Adi and Zulkifli (1990), Nik Hassan Shuhaimi (1990a; 1990b), Mohd. Kamaruzaman et al. (1991) and Chia (1995) began to take the lead in archaeological research.


    In 1998, Asyaari Muhamad conducted a doctoral study on the history of pottery-production in Perak and the scientific process that was involved in its production (Asyaari, 1998). Recent studies had reaffirmed the conclusion that the traditional pottery discovered thus far was products of the local community without any external influences in its production (Siti Zainon, 1986; Chia, 1995; Asyaari, 1998; Shamsu, 2005).


    IMPORTANCE OF POTTERY IN MALAY CIVILISATION


    Many studies have discussed the origins of pottery-production in Perak. Among the earliest and most interesting is the writing of Leonard Wray who became the first curator of the Perak Museum in 1903 (see Wray, 1903). Based on two significant facts, Wray explains the origins and development of pottery-production in Perak particularly in the Kuala Kangsar area.


    The first, that pottery as an invention of the Malays, shows pottery had begun to attain a high level of cultural attainment since earliest times. According to Wray, pottery in Perak had existed since thousands of years ago; it was not produced by the aboriginal Malays (the Sakai or Semang) but by the culturally-more sophisticated Malays living along the Perak River. Wray explains theories about the Malays as migrants from outside the Archipelago are probably inaccurate. Elements in the invention of pottery, which is primary evidence of the existence of early settlements, show qualities which were local in terms of the material used, design and decoration.


    Secondly, the uniqueness and originality of the handicraft is intrinsically Malay devoid of any external influences at least prior to the 20th century. Wray insists although the arts of the Malays in the early period had been influenced by external cultures of a higher civilisation, the history of pottery making in Malaysia has not been significantly influenced by foreign elements. In fact the process of production has been preserved in its original form until today (Chia, 1995). Wray (1903: 24) explains that:


    
      The interest attaching to Malayan pottery, as made in the state of Perak, arise from the great antiquity of the art, and from the certainty of its having come down to present time without influence from the more highly civilized nations, who have, from time to time, imparted arts and ideas to the Malayan inhabitants of the Peninsula.

    


    Clear evidence that local pottery is not externally influenced is found in the technology. The Chinese, who had achieved a high level of progress in pottery-production, had introduced the technique of the potter’s wheel since earliest times.5 Although Chinese influence had existed in the Malay states since the 11th and 12th centuries, the technique of making pottery in Perak and its designs up to the 20th century do not show any clear sign that it was influenced by foreign techniques. At that stage the traditional Malay pottery-making was rather primitive. It was done by hand and not the potter’s wheel. Wray (1903: 24) explains that:


    
      The antiquity of the potter’s wheel is so great, that in most countries there is no record of its invention. It has been in use in India and China from a very remote period, yet the Malays are quite ignorant of it. It is this fact which forms the strongest proof of the great antiquity of the method of working clay in Perak, for it is inconceivable that a potter, having once learned the use of the wheel, would ever discard it and return to the slow and tedious process of forming vessels by the hand alone, or that the art could have been introduced by a foreign potter of a nation which was acquainted with the wheel, without the wheel itself being introduced at the same time.

    


    Chinese influence in pottery making might have come at a later stage but pottery production of the early period was entirely a local phenomenon. From the aspect of originality of form or design, it was done without any foreign elements. This was true of the Perak pottery design and decorative embellishment which remained indigenous from the early period to the present. Some of the elements incorporated from nature include trees and flowers which were only found in the Malay states, such as bunga tanjung, bunga padi, bunga keduduk, bunga pecah empat, susur kelapa, bunga lawang, bunga cengkih, bunga cakar ayam, pucuk rebung, siku keluang, in addition to the S, X and V shapes as shown in Figure 1 (Wray, 1903; Ibrahim and Sahaimi, 2005).


    
      [image: art]


      Figure 1: Patterns on labu sayong pottery.


      Source: Wray (1903).

    


    Winstedt (1925) explains that the invention of pottery by the Malays was very basic with quite simple ornamentation. In his words:


    
      Ornamentation was relatively unambitious; cord-marking is the most usual form or ornament. Simple incised patterns are found. The ware is generally dark in colour with sand and charcoal tempering and often a polished surface produced by burnishing with the application of soot.

    


    Such discoveries could explain that the pottery “industry” had existed in the Malay States from early times. It had developed with diverse forms and decorations based on indigenous influences. The use of indigenous elements supports the argument that traditional Malay pottery particularly labu sayong is a local invention. The invention reflects the cultural heritage of a primordial society which is invaluable to the history of Malay civilization. Based on the continuity or endurance of these local elements Wray (1903: 24) emphasises that:


    
      Malayan pottery may, therefore, be looked upon as a survival, amongst a fairly civilized people, of a phase in the ceramic art far anterior to that to be found in other countries in a similar state of advancement, and, such, appears to be deserving of some study and attention.

    


    THE HISTORY OF POTTERY-PRODUCTION IN KUALA KANGSAR


    Almost every Malay state does have its own unique pottery handicraft. The pottery handicrafts of Malaysia that are known nationally and internationally are the Labu Sayong and Labu Pulau Tiga of Perak, the Terenang (Pahang), Mambong (Kelantan), Nuan and Kudin (Sarawak), Kecor (Perlis) and the Kuron and Lapohan (Sabah) (Ibrahim and Sahaimi, 2005). Each of these pottery handicraft has its own unique characteristics depending on the customs, traditions and beliefs of the local community, the quality of clay used and the way in which the handicraft was produced. For each state the pottery is produced in various areas. However, the general view among scholars assert Perak is the only state or “…area which has preserved the value of producing it in the same way as it has been for generations, either in its invention process or outer design” (Siti Zainon, 1986: 64).


    There are several versions of the history and development of labu sayong, from its production for individual consumption to commercial product. According to the locals the origin of labu sayong began with the use of the labu or gourd as utensil for collecting and storing water. In the past the people of Sayong used old gourds which had been dried as container to store water. As time went by the community began to produce earthen household utensils. Subsequently, the gourd was replaced by a type of pottery which was of the same shape as the gourd and with similar function. This came to be known as labu sayong.6


    Siti Zainon’s study (1986) of the origin of labu sayong shows that pottery craftsmen used the old methods which they had inherited from their mothers or grandparents more than a hundred years ago. Informants Hasnah Adnan and two female relatives, who own a labu sayong pottery business in Kampung Kepala Bendang, claim they had inherited their craft and skill in labu sayong pottery-production from their great grandmother, Nila Hitam. Siti Zainon records that several of Nila Hitam’s labu sayong still exist and are kept at the Taiping Museum. Nila Hitam passed away in 1903.


    More information on the handicraft was provided by Othman Satar, another traditional labu sayong maker from Kampung Kepala Bendang. He mentioned another version of the labu sayong history which was initiated by his ancestor “Tuk Kaluk” who came from the Minangkabau area in Sumatra. According to Othman, Tuk Kaluk first introduced clay pottery making around 1810 during the reign of Sultan Iskandar Zulkarnain Syah of Perak (actually the Perak ruler at the time was Sultan Abdul Malik Mansur Syah, 1806–1825).


    The story goes that Tuk Kaluk had intimate ties with the palace. He was granted a plot of land in Kampung Kepala Bendang by the Sultan of Perak in recognition of his skills in making swords, machetes, kris and pottery. Since that time Tuk Kaluk began to contribute his skills in making labu sayong to the residents of Kampung Kepala Bendang. Over time the residents became skilful in making labu sayong and it was passed on to the present generation.


    There are few written sources that explain the origins and history of labu sayong. As explained earlier, pottery-production was invented during a very early period that probably predates the community’s ability to record it. That is why the existence of Malay pottery can only be known from more recent writings. This issue was acknowledged by Sheppard (1978) who explains that:


    
      No Malay pottery older than 250 years has been found, however. The gap between the pottery of prehistory and that of the Malays of the past 200 years is intriguing and will remain unclear until further research brings light to this obscure phase.

    


    The claim that labu sayong pottery was introduced by “migrants” from Sumatra is probably true as acknowledged by Wray. Although it is acknowledged that those who initially invented pottery of Perak were Sumatra Malays, it should be understood that they were certainly not foreigners because at that time the people of Sumatra and the peninsular shared a common identity, ancestry and ethnicity. As regards this aspect, Wray (1903: 24) explains that:


    
      It seems more probable that what is recorded as the advent of the Malays from Sumatra was only an incursion of foreign Malays into a country already inhabited by people of the same race, though possibly in an inferior state of advancement. Whatever was the early history of this part of the Peninsula, it is certain that for a long time past three races have inhabited it – the Malays, the Sakais and the Semangs; the Malays being settled along the coast and the banks of the rivers, and the Sakais and Semangs in the interior. These latter people call themselves, and are called by the Malays, Orang Darat, literally “men of the land” and they may be considered as the aborigines.

    


    Studies by Nik Hassan Shuhaimi (1990a) explain that it is entirely possible that the “orang asli” or aborigines (the Semang and Sakai) who lived in the Malay states prior to this period (they were known as “orang darat”) were also part of the Malay community which shares the same origin and ethnicity as “emigrants” from Sumatra. Nik Hassan Shuhaimi (1990a: 4) explains that there are differences between Malays and the Malay aborigines or “orang darat”, which are “…not entirely due to migration in the prehistoric age but owing to changes through internal processes linked to the advent of outside influence.” This means the aborigine and the coastal and riverine Malays are actually of the same ancestry and lineage, but with different levels of exposure and receptivity to change resulting in their different levels of cultural attainment. The early Malays, as Nik Hassan Shuhaimi (1990a: 11) further explains, were exposed to change through trading activities which gave rise to the existence of two groups of communities, the coastal and riverine community which was more dynamic, and the aboriginal community which was part of the Malays too but did not receive change from outside and continued with a primitive way of life. According to Wray, the Malay “orang darat” or “orang asli” never possessed the art of pottery-making but depended on elements of the natural environment which were more primitive, such as bones, trees and bamboo to make utensils for everyday use.


    Another historical source that provides some additional information on the history of pottery in Perak is the Misa Melayu. Misa Melayu is a traditional Malay text which discusses the history of Perak in the 18th century. It records, in passing, how pottery was in use since the 18th century by the Perak royalty and aristocracy, as a means for storing water and for taking a bath. When Sultan Iskandar Zulkarnain sailed up and down the Perak River between his palaces at Pulau Cempaka Sari and Pulau Tiga, the sultan took along with him pottery utensils which were used as water-container for drinking and for cleansing purposes (Ahmad Fawzi, 1992).


    Despite the differences in view on the origins and the sources, the art of pottery making in Perak was indigenous to the Malays. In Perak it was known to exist only in a few places. According to Wray, until 1903 the industry was found to exist only in four major locations. Three of them were situated along the banks of the Perak River at Lenggong to the north or upper reaches of the Perak River; at Sayong, Kuala Kangsar; and at Pulau Tiga, at the lower reaches of the Perak river (see map in Figure 2).7 Of these the pottery of Pulau Tiga is believed to be of the best quality followed by that of Sayong while the quality of the Lenggong pottery is the most inferior (Wray, 1903: 25).8 This means the further away one moves from the Perak River estuary, the lower the quality of the pottery produced. However, according to Maznah Sulaiman and her husband Saparudin Mohd Noh who were both traditional pottery-makers in Kampung Kepala Bendang, the labu sayong from the Sayong area is of the highest quality and the best in Perak because of its better quality clay.9
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      Figure 2: Areas renowned for traditional pottery-production in Perak.


      Source: Wray (1903).

    


    Undoubtedly the pottery-production activity is very much influenced by the quality of clay which is the main raw material in pottery-production and the way the clay was processed. According to Shamsu (2005: 78):


    
      Quality clay is a must in pottery production, an artist should know the plasticity, drying and firing shrinkage of clay in order to produce excellent pottery products. An artist should be well verse in selecting clay accordingly to the technique of pottery making.

    


    The area involved in pottery-production is always the one where abundant clay is available. Generally, high quality clay is found in places that are close to rivers. It is not surprising therefore that the major locations of pottery-production are situated along the banks of Perak River.


    This fact explains why not all places in the state are capable of supporting the pottery industry. According to Chia (1995), pottery-production in Malaysia had depended on the clay found in the same area since the earliest time. Other studies conducted throughout the world show that pottery producers generally depend on clay that is located close by; they never travel more than seven kilometres to obtain them. Thus the Perak pottery industry is indigenous to the locality and carried out by local inhabitants in areas where high quality clay was abundantly available (Chia, 1995).


    The study on present day pottery-production in Kampung Kepala Bendang finds that traditional labu sayong pottery-makers obtain the clay from areas that are located close to their village, either at the tributaries and banks of rivers, paddy fields or hillocks and knolls which are not too far away from a river (Figure 3). These are located within a radius of two to three kilometres from the village. However, some of the traditional producers had begun to purchase the clay from outside sources, although the quality is not always satisfactory.
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      Figure 3: Location of Kampung Kepala Bendang, Kuala Kangsar Perak, Malaysia.


      Source: https://www.google.com/?gws_rd=ssl#q=map+of+kampung+sayong.

    


    Wray’s (1903: 25) study shows that up to 1903, there were only 10 households in Sayong undertaking pottery making in the traditional way. From field study and information from the Malaysian handicrafts development body, Perbadanan Kemajuan Kraftangan Malaysia (PKKM), their number had dropped to two or three households. These households produced labu sayong pottery by the traditional method while others have combined traditional and modern mode of production.


    Significantly, those skilled in the handicraft are elderly women. In his time, Wray found that pottery-production was monopolised by elderly or middle-aged women while the men functioned as assistants (Figure 4). According to Wray, the young Malay women of Perak have never shown much interest in learning or continuing the art from their elders. Wray’s discovery is not surprising because even then it was difficult to pass on the tradition to the younger generations as in the present time. Many are showing disinterest in the family pottery-production that requires a high level of skill, diligence and hard work while the economic returns are uncertain. As a result traditionally hand-made pottery making is finding it difficult to get those who could inherit the skill. This drawback could jeopardise its continued existence.
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      Figure 4: A woman making labu sayong in Kuala Kangsar.


      Source: Wray (1903).

    


    POTTERY-PRODUCTION ACTIVITIES IN KUALA KANGSAR UNTIL THE PRESENT TIME


    Currently, there are many issues concerning the future of pottery-production in Kuala Kangsar. There are concerns among several parties that Perak’s pottery-production industry would face a decline and ultimate extinction as experienced by traditional pottery-makers in Perlis, Kedah and Penang. In the past, demand for traditional pottery was always good because it was used on a daily basis. However, the number of users is decreasing because its functions have been taken over by modern amenities like refrigerators, rice cookers and so on. The other related issue is the aesthetic value of traditional pottery which is less appreciated by the public resulting in a reduced and indeterminate demand (Ibrahim and Sahaimi, 2005). In fact, there was a tendency in the earlier studies to assume that the pottery industry is facing instability and shrinkage.


    However, through interviews with various parties including vendors, pottery producers and the PKKM a different picture emerged. Initially meant for daily utensil the labu sayong has developed into a profitable commercial product that are exported overseas. In short, it has become a substantial income earner. This means the pottery industry has not declined, but growing due to the increase demand for Kuala Kangsar pottery.


    There is awareness among various parties of the necessity to turn the pottery industry into a tourist product, to sustain the legacy of the handicraft and to make labu sayong an identity marker for Kuala Kangsar. Both handicraft and heritage organisations constantly undertake efforts to assist, instruct and advice, encourage and to promote the demand for labu sayong. Apart from the Perak state government,10 the central government through the Ministry of Rural Development and the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Heritage (currently Ministry of Information, Communication and Culture) have shown much interest in continuing the art and originality of the traditional local handicraft. Both have promoted efforts to display pottery products throughout Malaysia and abroad targeting pottery aficionados. Since the 1970s, efforts to promote pottery handicraft products were undertaken to ensure the attainment of the stated objectives. This includes the setting up of several agencies to assist in the development of the pottery handicraft industry in Perak. The government has also established the Perak PKKM branch (initially known as Malaysian Handicrafts Board Perak Branch). The Perak PKKM is located in Enggor near Kuala Kangsar; it functions as the centre for the expansion of the pottery industry in Perak.


    PKKM’s responsibility includes advancing and preserving the traditional skill and to educate existing craftsmen in modern pottery making as well as managing and marketing the products in a more systematic manner (Ibrahim and Sahaimi, 2005). In Kuala Kangsar, the PKKM’s role is not only to assist in promoting and marketing the products but also to provide expertise and training to meet the needs of the ceramic industry. To ensure the continuity of the traditional industry, training is provided to interested youths in both traditional and modern pottery making.11 In order to undertake these programmes, the PKKM is provided with a substantial government grant. In developing the local handicraft the PKKM is also focusing on gold thread embroidery, mat weaving, kris making and so forth.


    With regard labu sayong, since 1975 PKKM had taken the initiative to introduce modern methods using moulds and machines. It had also built factory facilities using machines and equipment for pottery-production. To speed up the manufacturing process, modern equipment for the casting and throwing was used. This enabled more pottery to be produced and sold.12 The production of pottery by modern methods and with diverse and creative designs has led to more varieties of products like decorative lamps and flower vases. The modernisation process has increased the labu sayong appeal with Kuala Kangsar increasingly known as producer of the best quality labu sayong in the country.


    The rapid expansion of the labu sayong were not without its problems. Some producers claim they were unable to meet the high demand for labu sayong including for trade expositions or handicraft exhibitions. With the assistance, encouragement, guidance and advice from Perak PKKM, producers in Kuala Kangsar have made advances in the pottery industry enabling them to achieve considerable profits. This has encouraged more petty traders as well as new large-scale industries in the Kuala Kangsar district to produce a variety of pottery products particularly labu sayong.


    Kuala Kangsar pottery producers have received positive acceptance from Malaysians. According to a PKKM source, although the present pottery market has not reached the level of export to foreign countries, demand from the local market is strong especially for the Kuala Kangsar labu sayong. In fact, some of the pottery producers have to turn down customer orders.


    Based on the field study the labu sayong pottery-production of Kuala Kangsar has grown by leaps and bound, far different from the small-scale industry that Wray had mentioned in 1903. According to the PKKM director, about 100 households are involved in the traditional and modern labu sayong pottery-production notably in villages like Kampung Kepala Bendang, Bukit Lada, Sayong Masjid, Sayong Ulu and Kuala Sayong Ulu.


    PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES OF TRADITIONAL POTTERY-PRODUCTION


    Although the labu sayong pottery-production of Kuala Kangsar has grown quite rapidly, the number of labu sayong producers using the traditional method and their output is decreasing. Wray found out in 1903 there were ten households which were involved in the traditional, hand-made labu sayong pottery-production; in the 1960s most of the pottery makers were still using the traditional mode of production. However, since the 1970s when the PKKM introduced modern production techniques almost all the pottery producers had switched to the modern pottery production. Undeniably, the introduction of modern techniques has jeopardised the traditional pottery industry. Another related factor is the inability of the traditional industry to attract interest and accommodate the need of buyers. This necessitated the change to the modern method of production. The present study found out only a few households are still making pottery in the traditional way using the pressing method, squeezing and pinching by hand.13 They are located in Kampung Kepala Bendang; one is run on a small scale by Saparudin and Maznah and their family.


    Both Saparudin and Maznah had inherited the skills of making labu sayong from the earlier generations. Maznah terms the skill for making labu sayong as “main tanah” (playing with the earth). With the assistance from her husband, she can produce 80–90 pieces of labu sayong a month using the traditional method. She receives no financial assistance from the government and produces labu sayong with her own resources.14


    Another traditional labu sayong business run by Zulkafly Pandak Beden is also located in the same village.15 Acknowledged as Adiguru or great teacher of handicraft by PKKM in 2013, Zulkafly professed a deep desire to preserve the traditional production of labu sayong. He considers these as possessing aesthetic value and unique beauty. However, he does admit efforts to continue the traditional mode of production are very challenging, not only in terms of profitability, but also due to competition from large scale modern pottery production.16


    Traditional pottery-production faces various challenges including the lack of capital, training, promotion as well as the lack of official attention compared to businesses that have switched to the modern mode of production. In many quarters the making of pottery using the traditional way is perceived as an industry that is resistant to change, unproductive, difficult and not worth continuing because it brings poor returns.


    PKKM and other government agencies consider the traditional pottery-production mode as unprofitable, incapable of change and unlikely to develop further. Their attention is focused mainly on assisting owners of businesses who are prepared to switch to the modern techniques. Among the constraints traditional pottery makers face are a production process which is considered difficult, time-consuming and indeterminate because of its dependence on a host of variables including time, season, weather, and the health of the craftsman. According to PKKM, traditional pottery-production is unproductive and unprofitable because it can only be done on a small scale.


    Asyaari’s (1998: 69) study shows traditional hand-crafted pottery-production is very slow and time-consuming compared to those produced by modern techniques. This means to produce a piece of pottery in the traditional way takes four to five days; it took only a few hours using modern methods involving the mould and throwing machine. However, Puan Maznah claims she could produce 80–90 pieces of pottery monthly using the traditional method. This shows pottery-making in the traditional way is capable of producing high output.


    Another constraint is pottery design which shows a big difference between the traditional and modern forms of production. Many see the modern techniques as more successful in comparison to the traditional one, with regard to design and creativity to meet the needs and tastes of today’s modern society. This means modern pottery no longer functions as utensils for storing water but came in the shape of handicrafts for exhibition, flower pots and decorative lamps in various styles, designs and forms. In short, the modern method is more flexible and has been appropriated to suit contemporary tastes. The tendency to create various types of designs, forms and uses has made the original use of labu sayong unimportant; this indirectly rendered unviable the traditional mode of labu sayong production.


    Placed against the modern method, traditional pottery-production is indistinctive and outdated in form, design and function. The original, basic form and design remained unchanged. In fact, it still functions as water-storage utensil. Admittedly, there is a continued demand for traditional pottery but the number of loyal clientele is small. This contributed to the small demand for traditional pottery which remains unprofitable. On the contrary, a majority of buyers of traditional pottery do so because of its intrinsic value (Ibrahim and Sahaimi, 2005).


    This means traditional pottery-production will not be able to face competition from modern pottery-production which produces to accommodate buyer preferences for functions, patterns and designs. Buyers do not really appreciate traditional pottery either in terms of its historical value or aesthetics. Others could not differentiate between traditional pottery and modern pottery as some of them are of the same colour, design and form.17 Buyers generally are attracted more to modern pottery with its diverse forms, functions and colours; it is also more creatively crafted than traditional pottery besides the cheaper prices. On the other hand, traditional pottery is more expensive since it is hand-crafted. As explained by Shamsu (2005: 79), “Most buyers do not bother about the technique used by the potters, as long as they can purchase the item at a low price.”


    The traditional pottery industry of Kuala Kangsar is in need of aid and encouragement from the central or state government. Government policies to foster the heritage of traditional Malay handicraft requires a more balanced attention to the commercialisation process of modern pottery. At the same time efforts at preserving and expanding the traditional pottery industry should be increased. In short, government policies have to strike a balance between the need for more commercialisation and to guarantee the continuity of the handicraft’s historical heritage. Otherwise the unique skill of traditional pottery-making may be lost forever.


    In this regard, pottery producers and the PKKM are confronted with a dilemma. PKKM has difficulty assisting traditional producers who professed little interest in switching to the modern production method as some of them claim labu sayong pottery is of better quality, free from chemicals, an antidote for various illnesses and it lasts longer if used for storing hot water. On the other hand, they claim the modern method of production is not only of lower quality but breaks easily.


    According to the PKKM whether modern or traditional, the quality of pottery is more or less the same with imperceptible differences. Owing to this misconception, PKKM faced problems in the early stages to assist pottery producers who had difficulty in switching from traditional to modern techniques. Even though the introduction of modern pottery-making techniques was poorly received in the initial stages due to doubt over its capability of producing high-quality pottery, it seems the doubts have been dispelled. Presently, a majority of producers have abandoned the traditional technique and have adopted modern pottery making techniques which are more cost effective. In fact, the response to modern pottery-production is far better because it can meet the high demand from clients.


    Although emphasis is to aid and encourage modern pottery-making, PKKM has not neglected the traditional producers. It constantly encourages traditional pottery makers through various incentives including training and the appointment of Tokoh Adiguru whose function is to foster traditional pottery-making. For such purposes PKKM has established several units like Technical Unit, Marketing and Promotion/Preservation Unit and Development of Entrepreneurs Unit to carry out research and development for the preservation and conservation of traditional pottery-making. The aims of the PKKM efforts are twofold, that is, to animate, expand and increase the income of modern pottery producers but at the same time to continue its support. It also provide exposure for Kuala Kangsar youths to traditional pottery-making through periodic trainings.18 In this way, PKKM hopes to advance and stimulate pottery-making and at the same time preserve and conserve the handicraft of traditional pottery-production.


    EFFORTS TO STRENGTHEN THE TRADITIONAL POTTERY INDUSTRY


    In the traditional pottery-making industry, expansion and profits may be achieved with encouragement, promotion and financial assistance from the government. Traditional pottery-making can also be modernised without losing its original identity and uniqueness. Through the various agencies the government should provide more guidance, encouragement and aid in terms of financing, promotion, training and marketing so that the traditional pottery-making industry can raised its visibility nationally and at the international level. Financial incentives and capital are needed to enable traditional pottery-producers to continue with a competitive edge alongside modern pottery-making industry. To provide encouragement, the government or its agencies, particularly PKKM could buy pottery products from traditional pottery makers and sell them in the local market or for export.


    The government, through PKKM, has provided various incentives for the traditional pottery-producers such as giving recognition to their craft and providing monthly allowances to them although these efforts are still inadequate as they are directed only to one family or a single individual. Instead these should be extended to other producers as well. PKKM should also utilise its facilities to organise courses and skills-training for youths in pottery-production in both the modern and traditional methods. It should also increase cooperation with institutions of higher learning, corporate and heritage bodies to enable students or civil servants to attend courses and training in pottery and other handicrafts. It is far more difficult to gain mastery in the arts and crafts, especially the traditional pottery-making compared to modern techniques which do not require any skills. Such efforts would ensure the youth inherit the heritage of traditional pottery and the skills of traditional pottery or other handicrafts do not die a natural death.


    The modern pottery-production is easier, more productive, attractive and profitable, but as a work of art it is not as beautiful or special as the traditionally hand-crafted product. The beauty of traditional pottery lies in its historical and aesthetic values which ought to be appreciated by every generation. To this end, the relevant parties should make efforts to enlighten the younger generation about its importance. It is hoped that hand-crafted labu sayong pottery will endure even if the quantity produced is small, so that the history, art and beauty of this pottery will be preserved.
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      Figure 5: Varieties and types of Kuala Kangsar labu sayong.


      Source: Wray (1903).

    


    CONCLUSION


    To conclude, the unique and special labu sayong pottery has developed over the years as a heritage product not only for Malays but Malaysians too. This heritage should be safeguarded. Government policies to foster and modernise the pottery-making handicraft are highly laudable although there is a need to be balanced by encouraging the traditional way of making pottery as well. If the government and other bodies have put much effort to expand and develop the modern pottery-making industry, similar attention should be taken to sustain the continuity of its historical heritage so that it does not disappear.
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    NOTES


    1.Earlier versions of the essay had appeared in Abu Talib Ahmad (ed.). Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Esei-esei warisan. Pulau Pinang: Universiti Sains Malaysia Press, 97–115 and Sari: International Journal of the Malay World and Civilisation 28(2): 131–151, December 2010.


    2.Estimated at 2,000 to 1,500 BC. By then the early Malays had invented basic tools for hunting, which later progressed to tools for protection, clothing, cooking utensils (earthen pots and pans) and boats. See Siti Zainon (1986: 20). Ibrahim Darus and Sahaimi Abd Manaf in their book, Tembikar Tradisional (2005) claims Malaysia has a history of pottery dated 35,000 years ago. Discoveries at Niah Caves (Sarawak), Cha Caves (Kelantan), Bukit Tengku Lembu Caves (Perlis) which is now known as Kampung Bukit Merah, Beseri and several other places formed the evidence of human settlement and occupation. See Ibrahim and Sahaimi (2005: 10).


    3.According to Siti Zainon, Leonard Wray began archaeological excavation at certain sites since 1880 and discovered several crudely-made pottery fragments in Gunung Ceruh. In 1917, N. H. Evans continued the excavation at Batu Kurau, Perak and Kota Tongkat in Pahang. Subsequently in 1935, H. D. Noone conducted excavations at Gua Cha, Kelantan and found several types of pottery in perfect condition. The study was continued by several foreign scholars including G. de Sieveking at Bukit Tengku Lembu, Perlis in 1951.


    4.I. H. N. Evans had written on archaeology particularly relating to Perak. Among these are “Preliminary report on cave exploration near Lenggong, Upper Perak”, Journal of the Federated Malay States Museums 7(4): 227–234 which was published in 1918; “On ancient remains from Kuala Selinsing, Perak”, Journal of the Federated Malay States Museums, 44–51(4): 121–156 published in 1928; “A further slab-built grave at Sungkai”, Journal of the Federated Malay States Museums 15(2): 64–70 published in 1931.


    5.During the Shang Dynasty (1500–1027 BC), Chinese pottery makers had introduced the potter’s wheel. From 618–907 CE, that is during the Tang Dynasty pottery combined with porcelain was introduced and during the Song Dynasty (960–1279 M), China achieved a breakthrough in the world of pottery with the introduction of glazed pottery in diverse forms and types. Since 1200 CE Chinese pottery began to be exported to other countries, particularly Southeast Asia through trade. See Ibrahim and Sahaimi (2005: 9).


    6.There are several types of labu sayong in Kuala Kangsar, namely, Labu Awok, Labu Tela, Labu Pucung, Labu Gelugor, dippers and water-storage jars. See Shamsu (2005: 78).


    7.A fourth location for pottery-making is Bukit Gantang near Larut, which is run by Malays who originally came from Sayong. See Wray (1903: 25).


    8.The products of Pulau Tiga and Sayong are said to be the best in the state. Jars of diverse shapes and decorative patterns have been made. Most of the jars from Pulau Tiga are red, with embossed decorative patterns. Sayong is known for black pottery decorated by pressing, and marked with harmonious geometric lines. See Ibrahim and Sahaimi (2005: 13).


    9.Interview with Maznah Sulaiman in Kampung Kepala Bendang, Sayong. See also, Azmi, Muhamad Luthfi and Tarmiji (2010).


    10.Efforts have been made by the Perak state government to set up a pottery-making cooperative in Kampung Bendang. The cooperative is responsible for marketing of handicrafts made by local residents of Kampung Kepala Bendang. See Mohamad Nazri (2000).


    11.Interview with Mai Hafizatul Azimah bt Ramlan, Marketing and Promotion/Conservation Unit, PKKM, 21 July 2014.


    12.Interview with Mohd Yusof Muri former director of PKKM. Among the changes resulting from the use of modern tools and techniques in pottery-making are the electrical uli (kneading machine), the use of chemicals such as sodium to ensure liquid clay put into the mould is not viscous, the mould to shape pottery, the throwing machine which is a type of machine that can turn or spin, electrical or gas burning/baking/roasting, and so on. It may be said that the process of pottery-making from start to finish has been wholly modernised and is no longer hand-crafted. It is also devoid of any art. There is no more kneading or processes that use the hand as all the processes depend on modern techniques that do not require the skills of hand-crafted pottery.


    13.This fact contradicts the view of Ahmad Fauzi who said in his professorial talk in 2009 that during the period of his study (2007–2009), many types of labu sayong which are produced by the traditional picit-lilit technique are still available. See Ahmad Fauzi (2009: 11).


    14.PKKM claims they had acknowledged her as tokoh or acknowledged figure of the craft and paid out an allowance of RM500 a month in the effort to animate the traditional pottery handicraft so that it does not die out.


    15.Zulkafly, who was born on 11 Disember 1948, is a native of Kampung Kepala Bendang, Sayong. He inherited the art of pottery-making from his parents, Pandak Beden Anjang Hussein and Chah Ngah Said while he was in his teens. Zulkafly obtained a two and a half-year formal training in the field of pottery-making under the direction of Lembaga Kraftangan Malaysia from 1975 to 1977. In fact he was appointed a teacher of the craft at PKKM, Perak Branch from 1977 to 2005. Presently retired, he is involved full-time in his traditional pottery business in Kampung Kepala Bendang. See “Pengusaha Labu Sayong dilantik Adiguru Kraf 2013”, Utusan Malaysia, 5 November 2013.


    16.Interview with Zulkafly, Kampung Kepala Bendang, 21 July 2014.


    17.Ibid.


    18.Interview with Mai Hafizatul Azimah bt Ramlan, Marketing and Promotion/Conservation Unit, PKKM, 21 July 2014.
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    The Chinese first settled in Penang about two centuries ago bringing along with them their cultural practices from China. However, with the passing of time their cultural practices had undergone significant changes especially among the Hokkien Chinese who comprise the majority of the Chinese community in Penang. This essay examines the customs and traditions of the Penang Chinese from the aspects of beliefs and prayer ceremonies, festive celebrations, artefacts and daily activities in a more comprehensive manner. The influences of modern education and geographical environments have resulted in the evolution of their own unique and distinctive variation of Chinese customs. Their festive celebrations, beliefs, practices and daily activities reveal the inheritance from their ancestors from China besides the incorporation of Malay sociocultural elements. In fact, some customs are peculiar only to the Penang Hokkien who had to survive in an environment that was different from China although these customs are still based on traditional Chinese concepts and philosophy. The difference is the way in which these customs and traditions are celebrated. Present day Penang Chinese remain loyal to traditional customs brought by their ancestors from China although there is evidence of assimilation with Malay elements.
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    INTRODUCTION


    As early as the 15th century, Penang (known to the Chinese as Bin Lang Yu) had already existed on the map used by Admiral Cheng Ho in his expeditions to Southeast and Central Asia (Tan, 2007: 17). However, the large scale Chinese migration to Penang was a more recent phenomenon following social unrests, economic recession, natural disasters, war and China’s rapid population growth in the late 18th century. The Chinese came either independently or as slaves. Tan (2007: 17) claimed the persistence of the early settlers had attracted Francis Light who described them as invaluable dwellers. The rapid development of Penang at the end of the 19th century had caused a rapid surge in the entry of labourers from China. Uneducated and unskilled, they were nevertheless hardworking and able to work independently to earn their livelihood and to ensure their social wellbeing. Such characteristics were no less crucial to the preservation of Chinese customs.


    The arrival of the Chinese of Hokkien and Cantonese descent took place at the same time (Teoh, 2005: 9). A gravestone marked 1795 was proof of their arrival on the island. To protect the welfare of the Chinese during the early days, various associations and schools were established such as the Penang Teochew Association which was formed in 1864 and the Penang Chinese Town hall which was established in 1881 (known as Ping Zhang Huiguan before 1974) while the Chung Hua Liang Deng primary school was set up in 1904. These institutions were part of the Chinese efforts to sustain their tradition and culture. Both the Cantonese and Hokkien formed the main groups during the initial phase of Chinese migration (Teoh, 2005: 10). Their background as labourers and farmers had more or less become the basis of Penang Chinese customs. Hardship and poverty prompted the Chinese to place a high value on their source of income, wealth and safety. Hence, Chinese customs are closely linked with elements of fortune and prosperity.


    In Penang, the “Five Major Family Names” refer to associations formed by members who were of the same descent, had blood relations and spoke the same dialect namely Hew, Lim, Cheah, Yeoh, and Chen. According to Teoh (2005:10), the clustering based on family names is still evident in the social structure of the Penang Chinese. Associations of clans based on family names have become a unique trait among the Penang Chinese community. Their traditions also vary according to the different clans. The establishment of these five associations based on dialects portray the variance of customs and traditions practised among them. They might share the same beliefs but their method of celebration and practices differed from one clan to another.


    Teoh Shiaw Kuan had looked into various aspects of the Penang Chinese. He had studied the inscriptions on the graves of the Chinese and Hokkien families in Penang to discover the history of Chinese migration to the island (Teoh, 2003). He (Teoh, 2002) had also undertaken extensive research on family ancestral shrines, deity shrines, scholar’s achievements and historical events of the 1970s. He had completed a study on the clan associations, Daoist temple, and prominent figures in the history of the Penang Chinese. Teoh Shiaw Kuan (2005) had also discussed the history of influential figures among the Penang Chinese while his 2007 publication describes the life history, customs and traditions, artwork as well as the cultures of the Chinese who had left China for Nanyang about 400 years ago.


    Another researcher Tan Kim Hong (1987) had collected pictures that portray the history of the Chinese in Penang followed by a book with even more pictures which was published in 2007. This book presented an overview of the early life, customs, beliefs, shrines and education of the Penang Chinese.


    Wong (1967), meanwhile, described the festive celebrations of the Chinese in Malaysia by utilising the disciplines of sociology, history and literature. By tracing back the origins, traditions and beliefs of every celebration in China, he revealed the modifications that had been made and the factors responsible for these modifications. Kuang (1958; 1971) on the other hand had documented the customs and traditions as well as the celebrations observed by Penang Chinese while Tan (1983) and Ackerman and Lee (1982) had undertaken research on the beliefs and religions of Malaysian Chinese and the influence of local elements on such practices.


    There is yet a holistic study on the customs and traditions of the Penang Chinese. Most of the existing research inclined towards the culture and customs of Malaysian Chinese with little reference to the customs of the Penang Chinese. This research is based on the available literature on the subject and observation of the Penang Chinese community, their customs and the historical places associated with them.


    Customs have been variously defined by scholars. Johnson (2000: 74) for instance defines customs as “a cultural idea that describes a regular, patterned way of appearing or behaving that is considered characteristic of life in a social system” while Calhaun defined it as “any practice or tradition that is characteristic of a social group.” Shashi (2007: 1185), on the other hand, claims customs are “generally accepted practice or behaviour developed over time.” In short, customs are practices and behaviour that are inherited from one generation to the next. Perceived as the norm of the said society, these practices and behaviour made up an identity that distinguishes the society which practices them from other societies. Hence, the customs and traditions of the Penang Chinese are practices and behaviour which are not only inherited from the early migrants from China, but had become the identity marker that separates the Penang Chinese from other Chinese in Malaysia.


    CHINESE NEW YEAR CELEBRATION


    The Chinese New Year celebration is very significant to the Penang Chinese. It begins on the first day of the first month in the Chinese lunar calendar and lasts until the Yuen Xiao celebration which is also known as Chap Goh Meh in the Hokkien dialect. Chinese New Year is celebrated for 15 days.


    It is believed that Chinese New Year has been celebrated since the Neolithic age (Qian and Huang, 2009: 267). Legend has it that the tradition of celebrating Chinese New Year began with the struggle against a mythical dragon called Nien (nien means “year” in Chinese) (baike.baidu.com). It was believed that Nien would appear on the first day of the New Year to devour livestocks and humans and destroy the crops. To protect their lives, the villagers would put food in front of their doors on the eve of the New Year. They believed the dragon would not attack people after it had enjoyed the food prepared. It was also believed that Nien was successfully chased away by a young boy in red attire who was screaming in fright at the sight of the creature. It was then the villagers realised that Nien was afraid of the colour red. Since then, as New Year approached, villagers would hang lanterns and paired Chinese characters painted in red on the door and window of their homes. They would also play fireworks to scare the dragon away. Every household would prepare food beforehand and hide in the house. Fearing that they might be confined to their homes for days, they prepared food in excess. Before a household sat down to a family dinner, prayers would be offered to their ancestors for blessing and protection from misfortune. Since then, Nien was successfully banished and its reign of terror ended. Until today, the Penang Chinese still practised this tradition of preparing a feast on New Year. “Having a big feast” with the family is a must on the eve of the New Year to signify solidarity and harmony. The dishes prepared carry certain symbolic meaning. Before the feast, most Chinese families still practised the worship of ancestral spirits and deities to seek their blessings.


    Nien was also associated with the practice of the night vigil. Out of fear for the dragon, the villagers had to keep watch the whole night. Following this, it is now a common practice to keep the night vigil during New Year’s eve. It is believed that such a tradition could contribute to the longevity of one’s parents. Today, this belief and tradition are gradually abandoned by the younger generations.


    Married couples will distribute angpows which are red envelopes filled with a certain amount of money to children or unmarried relatives. Angpow is also known as “ya sui qian” which means “money that hinders bad spirit” (Qian and Huang, 2009: 280). The colour red signifies good fortune. The amount of money in the angpow is usually in even number except for the number four which in Chinese, has the same pronunciation with the word “death”. On the second day of the New Year, married daughters would come and visit their parents and relatives. The traditional practices during Chinese New Year are still preserved by the Penang Chinese although many taboos have been abandoned by the younger generations due to the different environments.


    THE GREAT JADE EMPEROR’S BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION


    The birthday of the Great Jade Emperor falls on the 9th of the first month in the Chinese calendar. It is a very important day for the Hokkien Chinese and is celebrated on a grand scale. The Jade Emperor is believed to be the emperor of all of heaven (Qian and Huang, 2009: 46). There was an interesting tale about this Emperor. At the end of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), the Hokkiens in China failed to defeat the army of the Qing dynasty. To escape death, they ran and hid in a sugar cane field. Strangely enough, when the Qing army arrived at the field, they failed to find the refugees hiding among the sugar cane. When the soldiers left, the refugees came out. Coincidentally, it was the 9th day of the first month and they believed the Jade Emperor was protecting them from being discovered by the soldiers. Since then, the 9th day of the first month is observed as the Jade Emperor’s birthday. Apart from prayers and giving thanks to the Jade Emperor for protecting them, the Hokkien accepted it as the first day of their Chinese New Year. They believed the 9th day is more significant than the first day as during their hiding, they were unable to celebrate it.


    The birthday celebration begins on the eve of the 8th day. A red altar is prepared in front of the house covered with red patterned cloth. On the altar are presented offerings like meat, fruits, red buns in the shape of a tortoise, sweets and so forth. The most essential components are the barbecued pork called “the golden pig” and 2 sticks of sugar cane speared at both corners of the altar. Paper replicas are burnt during the ceremony which lasts until early the following morning. Owing to the influence of Buddhism many of the offerings have now gone vegetarian.


    This celebration is still practised among the Penang Chinese community which follows strictly the traditional practice including the offerings, putting on new attires during the ceremony and playing fire crackers.


    YUEN XIAO FESTIVAL


    Yuen Xiao falls on the 15th day of the first month (Qian and Huang, 2009: 269) which is also the last day of the Chinese New Year. In Penang, the celebration is also known as Chap Goh Meh. Chap Goh Meh literally means the 15th night in Hokkien. The Yuen Xiao festival is also celebrated as Chinese Valentine’s Day where they would throw Mandarin oranges at the seaside or river. Conservative Chinese community believes this day provides the opportunity for singles to look for a life partner. Hence, the orange throwing activity is an opportunity for them to meet and to know one another. The women will throw the oranges into the sea or river while the men would pick the oranges by boat. Before the Mandarins are thrown, names and other details are written on the oranges. These days, some would write messages hoping for good fortune and prosperity. In recent years, Chap Goh Meh created an opportunity for charity groups to collect donations through the sale of oranges sold for the celebration. The money collected is then channel to charity groups.


    QING MING


    Qing Ming is a traditional practice of the Penang Chinese when they visit ancestral graves to remember their ancestors or deceased family members. They would make the visit 10 days before or after the actual Qing Ming day. For this purpose they need to refer to the Chinese calendar as the date changes each year (Qian and Huang, 2009: 272).


    The first thing to do when visiting the graves is to spruce up the surrounding area that include cutting grass, sweeping rubbish and repainting faded letters on tombstones. Red and gold paint are used for the letters. After the completion of the cleaning work, food is “served” for the “occupant” of the grave. The food is arranged on a “table” placed before the grave while red candles and incense are lit up and placed before the tombstone. This is followed by serving three cups of tea or wine followed by two bowls of rice and other types of food. The types of food served are not fixed and these are selected based on the worshippers’ discretion. Usually they would take into account the preference of the deceased when making the selection. Nowadays, many Penang Chinese prefer to use vegetarian food for the offering as it is consistent with the teachings of Buddhism.


    Family members will take some time to reminisce about departed relations. Before leaving they would ask permission for leave from the dead. They would use the following special method to get the answer from the dead: two pieces of wood shaped like a shell known as “tap bui” in Hokkien is tossed after the request is made. This method is also used to determine whether the dead has finished “enjoying” the offerings. If the piece of wood shows an “open” and “close” position, the answer is a “yes”. The wood can also be replaced with two coins.


    Qing Ming fosters togetherness among family members as the whole family will visit their ancestor’s grave together. If this is not done, it is believed the family will not stay together. However, pregnant women, babies and young children are not encouraged to visit the cemetery as it is believed their spirits may be taken over by spirits that roam the cemetery area.


    It is important to note that there are many taboos to observe when sprucing up the cemetery. Visitors are not allowed to step on “paper replicas” or its ashes as a sign of respect. Visitors should also avoid walking across other graves and if need be, they have to apologise to the “occupant” of the grave for such action. They must also refrain from giving comments while reading tombstone inscriptions as this may be misinterpreted by the spirits and may bring misfortune to visitors. The visitors may not collect things or money found on the grave as this will invite the spirits to follow them home. Money scattered on the grave is believed to belong to the spirits. Curry or food cooked with coconut milk and spices are also among the food given as offering and this indicate the assimilation of Malay and Indians culinary habits. The taboos and practices vary according to the different dialect descent but the practice of visiting graves shows the concept of loyalty and gratefulness of the Penang Chinese is still relevant even in this modern age.


    DUAN WU FESTIVAL


    Duan Wu falls on the 5th day of the 5th month of the Chinese calendar. Duan Wu is a traditional celebration which began in the time of Chun Qiu (770 BC–221 BC) in China. To date, the celebration has a history of more than 2,000 years and there are many versions of the celebration.


    According to Guo and Liu (2007: 221), Duan Wu was to commemorate China’s patriotic poet named Qu Yuan. According to records called the Shi Ji, Qu Yuan was an officer who served Emperor Chu Huai during the Chun Qiu dynasty. He proposed the dissemination of moral values, recommended those with noble characters to be government officials, to increase wealth and strengthen the country’s military, as well as to join forces with the state of Qi in opposing the state of Qin. However, the nobility rejected his proposals and later betrayed him. In the end, Qu Yuan was stripped of his title and exiled. In exile, he wrote several poetries which voiced his concern on the wellbeing of the state. In 278 BC, the state of Qin conquered the state of Chu. Qu Yuan could not bear to see his homeland being occupied and so wrote a final poem called Huai Sha before drowning himself in the Gu Luo River.


    After his death, the people of Chu were devastated and rushed to look for his body in the Gu Luo River. A fisherman threw rice, eggs and several types of food into the river to prevent fish from devouring Qu Yuan’s body. Meanwhile an old physician poured realgar wine (Xiong Huang) into the river to intoxicate the water dragon so as to prevent it from harming Qu Yuan. From then on, dragon boat race, eating of Zong Zi rice dumpling and drinking Xiong Huang wine became part of the Duan Wu celebration with the dragon boat racing the most popular. The people of Chu did not want Qu Yuan to commit suicide and everyone raced their boat to save him. Since then, every year on the 5th day of the 5th month of the lunar calendar, people would row boats with dragon carvings to scare the fish away to symbolise the act of protecting Qu Yuan’s body.


    During the festival, people will host dragon boat racing, eat Zong Zi rice dumplings and hang Asiatic wormwood leaves to deter evil (Qian and Huang, 2009: 273). There are many traditional activities carried out to celebrate Duan Wu festival but the most popular and regular activity is the dragon boat race. This activity is not restricted to the Chinese community but also popular among the other races. There is also an international dragon boat regatta held in Penang with participation from various countries.


    The Zong Zi rice dumpling is shaped like a ketupat (Malay ketupat made from rice packed into a diamond-shaped receptacle of woven coconut leaf). Among the Penang Chinese it is known as Bak Zhang (in Hokkien). According to historical records, Zong Zi was first made during the Chun Qiu period. In the Jin era, Zong Zi was recognised as the official food on Duan Wu day. Apart from glutinous rice, the additional ingredient used to weave Zong Zi contains herbal medicine that could reinvigorate the body. The Zong Zi prepared in this way is called Yi Zhi Zong which means “good for wisdom”. During the Southern and Northern dynasties (420–581), Zong Zi was given as gifts during visitations. During the Tang period (618–907), rice used to make Zong Zi was jade white in colour while Zong Zi was shaped like a cone or diamond. Until today, every family will eat Zong Zi during Duan Wu festival. In Penang, there are Nyonya Zong Zi which has a sweet and spicy flavour. This shows the influence of local delicacies. Apart from eating Zong Zi, a Zong Zi weaving competition is also organised.


    ZHONG YUAN FESTIVAL


    The 7th month in the Chinese calendar carries a special meaning. During this month, the Chinese believe that the gates of hell will open and the hungry spirits will be set loose on the earth to feast. Hence, the Chinese would carry out a ritual to signify the giving of alms to the ancestor spirits. They would also carry out ceremonies to invoke their ancestors as a sign of gratitude and appreciation for their deeds and kindness (Qian and Huang, 2009: 276).


    According to Daoism, this month is also known as Zhong Yuan. The followers of Daoism believe that the world is based on three basic elements which are the sky, earth and water known as the “San Yuan” or “Guan” which means officer. Earth is controlled by the Great Emperor Qing Xu who will pardon the sins of humans to enable the rebirth of their spirits on the 15th day of the 7th month. On Zhong Yuan day, the Great Emperor Qing Xu will appear in this world to help the roaming spirits and absolve the sins of mankind.


    Although the most important day of the month falls on the 15th, the festival is celebrated throughout the month spiced by traditional opera performances. Prayers are held at the temple, by the roadside and even within the house compound with the excitement very much in evident throughout the month in Penang. Giant flags are erected around locations where a specific ceremony is held to signify the celebration of worship. Giant incense is also burnt during this time. The materials used for prayers include replicas of clothes and money, food, fruits, daily amenities and so forth while the spirits are invoked as if they are living persons. Every material used for worship will be prodded with a special flag for invoking the spirits. To attract the younger generations the worship ritual has changed. These days the traditional opera performance is replaced with a pop concert which includes Malay pop songs sung by singers clad in sexy outfits to attract visitors.


    MID-AUTUMN FESTIVAL


    The Mid-Autumn festival is a traditional Chinese celebration which falls on the 15th of the 8th month of the Chinese calendar. It coincides with the full moon during the middle of autumn in China. The Mid-Autumn Festival is also known as the Moon Cake and Lantern Festival. Hence moon cake and lantern have become symbols of this celebration.


    The Mid-Autumn celebration has a long history (Qian and Huang, 2009: 276). The practice of moon worship had existed in China since the Shang and Xia Dynasty (2000 BC–1066 BC). During the Zhou Dynasty (1066 BC–221 BC), many ceremonies were held to celebrate the coming of the season including moon worship during the celebration in mid-autumn. Appreciation of the moon and worship of the full moon was wide-spread during the Tang Dynasty (618–907). During the South Song Dynasty (1127–1279), people would give round-shaped cakes to relatives as symbol of family reunion whereas on the night of the celebration, they would enjoy the scenic beauty of the full moon or go for walks by the lake. Mid-Autumn festival became very popular during the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) and Qing Dynasty (1644–1911). Specific customs such as incense burning, tree planting, lantern lighting and dragon dance have accompanied this festival in many parts of China.


    The origin of Mid-Autumn Festival is associated with many myths and legends. The story of its origin explained the symbolic meaning associated with the festival. The most famous Mid-Autumn Festival myth is the tale of Chang’er and Hou Yi. Many versions exist but they all have a common basis. Hou Yi was a famous archer who was said to have shot down nine suns while Chang’er was his beautiful wife well known for her kind heart.


    Hou Yi was bestowed with an elixir for immortality by the goddess Wang Mu Niang Niang. However, he refused to consume it because he did not want to leave his wife Chang’er, to whom he gave the elixir for safekeeping. One day, a thief tried to steal the elixir. To prevent theft Chang’er was forced to swallow the elixir and as a result, she disappeared from the earth. She was filled with longing for her husband and chose to stay on the moon which was closest to earth. Although Hou Yi failed to get his wife back, he ordered his men to commemorate Chang’er by laying her favourite food and fruits in her beloved garden behind their house. When people learnt about the tragedy that befell Chang’er, they began to worship the moon the following year as a sign of commemoration.


    The Mid-Autumn Festival also commemorates the Mongol defeat by the Chinese during the end of the Yuan Dynasty (1260–1368). Liu Bowen, an advisor to the rebel chief Zhu Yuanzhang, used the moon cake to communicate with his men. During the night, the rebels successfully attacked and overthrew the Yuan government. The rebellion was followed by the establishment of the Ming Dynasty under Emperor Zhu. This myth is still widespread among the Penang Chinese community.


    The moon cake is a type of traditional delicacy made from a mixture of flour with fillings of red bean or lotus seed and usually stuffed with salted egg yolk. The moon cake is commonly round in shape and usually the size of a fist.


    In Penang some Chinese worship the moon using water caltrop (water chestnut) as it is believed that their wishes will be granted. Water caltrop is fed to children as its consumption is believed to make them more intelligent. Lanterns are an important symbol in the Mid-Autumn Festival celebration. Among the old Chinese community, lanterns were hung across the town to amplify the festive atmosphere. Today, the Penang Chinese celebrate by conducting lantern parades along the sidewalk and organising lantern making competitions.


    DONG ZHI FESTIVAL


    “Dong” means “winter” while “Zhi” means “arrival”. Thus the name of this festival literally means “the coming of winter”. This festival usually falls on the 21st, 22nd or 23rd December which marks the furthest position of the earth from the sun. During this period, the day time is the shortest while night times the longest. Day and night signify the “Yin” and “Yang” philosophy in Chinese culture. According to ancient Chinese beliefs, “Yang” represents positive energy. After Dongzhi, the day time will stretch longer while positive energy, “Yang” will increase (Qian and Huang, 2009: 278).


    The festival was first celebrated by the Chinese approximately 2,500 years ago during the Zhou Dynasty (1045 BC–256 BC). The Chinese had discovered Dongzhi (the coming of winter) after observing the movement of the sun. Dong Zhi was declared an official celebration during the Han Dynasty (206 BC–220 BC). The citizens of Han regarded Dong Zhi as the Winter Festival and would take a break from work to celebrate Dong Zhi with their family members. The coming of winter also became a sign for farmers to cease work and celebrate the day of reaping. There would be feasts of thanksgiving and according to old traditions, those who have family names must gather at their ancestral shrine to honour their ancestors.


    Generally, the Penang Chinese no longer practice all the old traditions of Dong Zhi. As there is no winter in Malaysia, Dong Zhi is not celebrated on a large scale. However, certain practices are still carried out by the local Chinese such as the making of “tangyuen” (sweet dumplings made from glutinous rice flour which represents reunion and unity) and spending time with the family. Ancestral worship is also practiced to signify gratitude.


    WEDDING CEREMONY


    For the Penang Chinese community, wedding customs and traditions are inherited from one generation to the next. According to Chinese beliefs, the matrimony of a couple is deemed valid if the customary proceedings were followed even if the official marriage registration is yet to be undertaken (Ji Wei, 2008: 170–177). There are two types of weddings practised by the Chinese community. The first is a traditional wedding arranged by parents or matchmaker whilst the second is a modern one where couples are given the freedom to choose their partner. These days, the first type of wedding is rarely practised by Penang Chinese.


    Wedding customs and traditions are given much emphasis because they are believed to bring happiness to the household of the married couple. The correct wedding ceremony and the precise selection of wedding date are believed to bring happiness to the couple. Apart from that, the custom of fortune-telling and observing age differential are important when selecting a marriage partner. Couples with a five year age differential are thought to be the most compatible pair while couples with odd differentials like three, six and nine are less compatible. The Chinese believed arguments will occur frequently after the wedding.


    Preparation for the wedding ceremony must be done carefully. Selecting a suitable wedding day is usually done based on age compatibility, year and time of birth of the couples. Basically, there are several important stages in Penang Chinese traditional weddings as practised to this day. Among the procedure is the search for a suitable bride or groom, marriage proposal, engagement, presenting betrothal gifts, presenting the dowry, distributing wedding invitations, wedding ceremony and finally, the tea ceremony. Nevertheless, the traditional wedding ceremony is now simplified as it is deemed too complicated and time consuming. There are several taboos on the wedding day. A wedding should be postponed to the following year or for 100 days should there be death of family members on either side. A pregnant woman or person in mourning is forbidden from attending or involved in the ceremony so as to prevent any untoward incidence. A “bed positioning” ceremony is done in the hopes that the couple will be promptly blessed with a baby.


    The hair combing ceremony is done separately the night before the wedding by older relatives on both sides of the family. The ceremony symbolises the couple has reached a mature age and will receive congratulatory wishes from the others. There are rules for those who participate in this ceremony. Parents and their heir must be healthy and have a blissful marriage. The groom is expected to conduct the ceremony an hour before the bride does. Expressions of well wishes are uttered during the hair combing ceremony. This step is carried out so that the bride will be as happy and blissful as the one who combs her hair.


    A tea ceremony for the groom’s family is also conducted and expressions of good fortune for the couple will be expressed while serving tea to parents and relatives. The purpose of the tea ceremony is to introduce relatives of both sides. After the tea ceremony, the newlywed will give out angpow to the children. The next step involves a young boy opening a pail wrapped with red paper which is filled with oranges and angpow. After that, the wedding reception will be held in the evening and it is usually done in a grand manner in accordance to the couple’s financial means.


    The wedding guests will give angpow filled with money in return for the invitation and also as congratulatory token to the married couple. The number of dishes served during the wedding dinner comes in even number as even numbers indicate pairing. Only dishes with well-meaning names are served.


    The bride’s and groom’s wedding attire are very westernised. Modern couples today no longer wear traditional Chinese wedding attire like the cheongsam for the bride and samfu for the groom on their wedding day and during the reception. The attire may only be worn during photo-taking sessions.


    FUNERAL CEREMONY


    The Penang Chinese still uphold the concept of loyalty towards their parents. This means children are responsible for their parents’ funeral. When carrying out this duty, unique customs and taboos must be scrupulously observed. Every ceremony has its peculiar meaning while funerals also depended on their beliefs. The customs and taboos vary according to dialectal descent and religion. In the traditional practice, a medium plays an important mediator on many important matters. The service includes selecting the appropriate time to place the deceased into the coffin, selecting the time for burial and choosing the right place for the grave (Ji Wei, 2008: 190–197).


    In Penang, there are many funeral rites that the family and close relatives of the deceased need to take note of. The rites before a burial vary depending on the location of death. If the death occurred at home, the idols at home must be covered with red paper and must not come into contact with the deceased or the coffin. Apart from that, all mirrors or reflective surfaces (such as television screen) at home must be covered as it is believed anyone who see the coffin’s shadow in the mirror will bring death to his or her family. A white cloth will be hung on the front door to indicate the house is in mourning. As for deaths which occurred outside the house, the deceased will not be brought back home but taken to the funeral parlour prior to burial.


    Funeral preparations begin when the family members gather on the deathbed. During this time family members would reserve a coffin for the dying individual. A traditional Chinese coffin is long and rectangular with an arched cover. However, coffins with western characteristics are now commonly used. In terms of colour, Daoists and Buddhists choose brown coloured coffins.


    Before the deceased is laid in the coffin, the family members or morticians will clean the deceased with wet cloth sprinkled with talcum powder and change the deceased’s clothes. All of the deceased’s remaining clothes will be burnt as they believe it can be worn by the deceased in the afterlife. These days, dressing the deceased in traditional burial costumes is rarely practised and is only done for those within a certain age. If the deceased is young, they will be dressed in normal attire. The deceased will be laid in the coffin at an appropriately selected time. A deceased woman will be given make up while victims of accidents will be given cosmetic service to mask any visible damage to the face. It is forbidden to dress the deceased in red as it is believed it will invoke feelings of vengeance within the deceased. Black clothing is also forbidden as it will bring bad omen and cause the deceased to be reincarnated as a mute. White, brown or blue clothing are normally used to dress the deceased. Today, the male deceased is usually dressed in shirt and coat. After the preparation is done, the coffin will be placed at home or left at the funeral parlour for three, five or seven days to allow friends and family to pay their last respects as well as for religious ceremonies.


    The Chinese still maintain the practice of keeping vigil over the deceased at night. During the vigil, family members would gather around the coffin according to their family position. The deceased must be placed with the head facing outside the house, while flowers, wreaths and picture of the deceased would be placed at the end of the coffin. Food would be placed in front of the coffin as offering to the deceased. A white candle would be placed in front of the picture while the comb of the deceased would be broken into two. One half of the comb is placed in the coffin while the other half kept by family members. The family members are not allowed to wear gold jewelleries or to wear red since red signifies happiness. They are also not allowed to cut their hair for 49 days after the death although this practice is no longer followed by the younger generation.


    There are specific attires that should be worn by family members during mourning. Children and in-laws of the deceased must wear black clothes to signify they are the saddest. The deceased’s grandchildren must wear blue clothes and the eldest grandchild shall don clothing of a lighter shade of blue. Sons-in-law would wear light coloured clothing such as white as they are deemed outsiders while the daughters-in-law wear a mourning cloth over their head. Nevertheless, Penang Chinese nowadays prefer wearing white clothing with the appropriate coloured cloth pieces pinned to their attire in accordance to their status. The cloth pieces would be pinned on the left arm if the deceased is male and on the right arm if the deceased is female.


    A donation box would be placed in front of the hall for donations by friends and relatives. The donations are given as a sign of condolence to the family and used to defray funeral expenses while the balance use to purchase materials for future worship of the deceased. As token of appreciation and to ward off evil spirits donors are given candies and red strings.


    Before the 1950’s, the Penang Chinese practised funeral by burial. After the formation of the United Hokkien Cemeteries at Batu Gantung, cremation became possible. The Hokkiens are encouraged to go for cremation instead which helped to overcome shortage of burial space.


    According to Chinese customs, the death of a young person is a very tragic event. For the deceased with surviving parents, their parents are not allowed to pay respect during the funeral ceremony. The deceased’s parents are forbidden from offering their prayers during the ceremony; sometimes they are even forbidden from attending the funeral. Such deaths are deemed “the grey haired sending off the black haired”. There will be no funeral rites performed if the deceased is a child or baby. Sometimes they would be buried immediately or cremated or otherwise placed at the funeral parlour for a day. This is because those who died young have not much life to be given condolence by the elders. In contrast, elders would receive a grand funeral ceremony known as “smiling funeral”.


    The seventh day after a death is called tou qi. For funerals by burial, the grave must be ready and family members will perform rites at the grave. As for cremation, family members will collect the ashes in a special room and keep it in an urn. The urn will then be kept in a memorial shrine. Although the funeral ceremony is completed, the mourning period continues for the family. According to traditional practices, the mourning period lasts for a hundred days. However, today’s generation rarely observe such lengthy mourning period. The family members of the deceased are not allowed to give angpow or wear red clothes during Chinese New Year and must refrain from celebrating any festivals.


    THE NINTH EMPEROR’S BIRTHDAY CEREMONY


    The Ninth Emperor’s birthday falls on the first day until the ninth day of the 9th month in the lunar calendar. According to Teoh (2003), the prayer ritual was not inherited from their ancestors in China. Legend has it that the Ninth Emperor was a pirate named Lin Dao Qian during the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644). He once conquered the southern part of Patani in 1575 and wedded the princess of a local clan. It is believed that his men worshipped him after his death. They wore white clothes as a sign of grief and added “nine” to the emperor’s title to honour him and to distinguish their leader from other kings. The worship ritual for the Ninth Emperor was introduced by the Chinese in Thailand who came to trade in Penang.


    On the eve of the first day of the 9th month, the people at the temple of the Ninth Emperor and his followers must go on a vegetarian diet to cleanse themselves. They would then go out to sea to welcome the Emperor. The most popular event during the celebration is the procession. The followers would wear a set of white or yellow attire and walk alongside the Emperor’s effigy while carrying incense. A medium who is in a trance will participate in the procession as it is believed his presence could keep evil spirits at bay wherever he passes through. Some followers would also take this opportunity to seek atonement for their sins. They would go into a trance while inserting a long needle through their mouth and use all kinds of sharp objects to strike their bodies. Some followers would even walk on hot coal. On the night of the ninth day, the followers would go to the seaside and release or burn the “Royal Ship” which is made of wood or paper. This ceremony is believed to ward off bad luck.


    The celebration of the Ninth Emperor is only practised by Southeast Asian Chinese. The Penang Chinese celebrates it the grandest. Hence for the first fifteen days of the 9th month, main roads would be filled with stalls and kiosks marked with yellow cloth selling vegetarian food. Penang Chinese believe that following a vegetarian diet while worshipping the Emperor will bestow blessings upon them.


    TUA PEK KONG


    Zhang Li, Qiu Zhao-Jin and Ma Fu Chun were three close friends. All were of Hakka origin. In the middle of the 18th century, they sailed for the Southern Seas and made a name for themselves in this part of the world. Owing to their many contributions to the Chinese community, they were given the name Tua Pek Kong and were worshipped by the locals after their death. The site where they had landed is known as “Tanjung Hai-Zhu” (Sea Pearl) which is part of “Tanjung Tokong” and this location became the site for the main Tua Pek Kong temple.


    In Penang, migrants from China in the early days faced many challenges like sickness, loneliness and the inability to adapt to the new environment. Hence, the worship of these three friends became common practice for migrants to seek blessing and protection. At first they were only known as “Pek Kong”, which in the Hakka dialect refers to title of respect for an older man. The Malays referred to them as “Datoh Pekong” which was later shortened to become “To’Pekong”. The name later became “Tua Pek Kong” when transliterated into the Hokkien dialect. Although present day Chinese still pray to “Tua Pek Kong”, this god is not recorded as part of any Chinese religion.


    Every year the Chneah Hoay or “guessing the fire” ceremony is held at the Tua Pek Kong temple at Tanjong Tokong. The ceremony which takes place on the 14th day of the Chinese New Year is also a day before the Tua Pek Kong’s birthday. Through this ceremony, Penang’s fortune for the following year is predicted and many believe the accuracy of this prediction. The ceremony involves kindling embers until the fire blazes. The fortune of the coming year is forecast through the flickering flames. This tradition has been around for 120 years and the practice only exists in Malaysia, specifically in Penang.


    DATOKONG


    Datokong is a special god for the Chinese in Penang. The god does not appear in any list of gods in China because it is not of Chinese origin. Datokong is also worshipped by Chinese from other countries including Singapore. Teoh (2002: 102) had noted that Datokong was a man who was worshipped and venerated after his death and finally became a god. He was believed to be a sailor from the Arab countries or the Indian Ocean. He came to Nanyang to trade but died in Penang.


    Datokong is normally worshipped through a large stone or a piece of wood inscribed with 拿督公 (na du gong). Idols of Datokong are also worshipped and during the ritual, the use of pork was forbidden. As the followers found that their wishes would almost always be granted, the practice of worshipping this god became popular among the Penang Chinese. Worshipping Datokong was a practice started by the mainland Chinese who came to Penang; it is not inherited from China. Although Datokong is not a Chinese god, he is still worshipped by the Chinese. In fact, when going into a trance the medium at Datokong temple would converse in Malay to communicate with the spirit of Datokong. This is one of the few cases in which the influence and assimilation of Malay culture can be seen in the customs of the Penang Chinese.


    TRADITIONAL SIGNBOARDS


    The Penang Chinese came from various districts in China and they consist of a diverse group of dialects. A traditional signboard is one of the symbols used to indicate identity and origin. Although it is fast becoming a dying practice, these signboards can still be found on the doorway of some houses in George Town. The signboards are either wood carvings or framed calligraphy. The words on the signboard either indicate the origin of the family that resides in the house or the region from which their ancestors came from.


    Words representing a family’s ancestral region can be checked under the “bai jia xing” (Hundreds of Family Name) section in the Chinese traditional almanac known as “tong sheng” or “tian shu”. However, family names not stated as those from the same region may not necessarily have the same family name. This is because relationship between families who came from the same district but do not have the same family name are deemed closer compared to families with the same name but coming from different regions. This practice of hanging traditional signboards shows that the Penang Chinese are an ethnic group who always remember their ancestors with gratitude.


    TONG SHU


    Tong Shu is an encyclopaedia used by the Penang Chinese as reference on matters related to customs and traditions. The book was published in traditional Chinese and is read in the traditional way from right to left. The title for each section is written on the side of the pages. The main chapters in the book cover topics such as terms of address, weather and crops, talisman, the 28 constellations, fortune telling through body gestures and occurrences in the environment and the 26 Resistance. This book has become the main reference for the Chinese when undertaking activities associated with customs and traditions.


    CONCLUSION


    In the last two centuries since the Chinese first came to Penang, one can still see many of the beliefs, customs and traditions inherited from their ancestors in China. The preservation of these customs and traditions rely heavily on Chinese education as well as Chinese organisations and associations which strive hard to ensure the sustainability of Chinese customs and traditions.


    This discussion on customs and traditions reveals the influence of Confucianism among the Penang Chinese community is still very strong, especially when it involves loyalty towards parents. The customs and traditions of the Penang Chinese also reflect the influence of the island’s local inhabitants. The worship of Datokong, a god not of Chinese descent, showed the assimilation of Penang Chinese customs with local elements. They retained their unique beliefs such as the worship of Tua Pek Kong which is not practiced in China.


    Nevertheless, western influences have introduced various forms of sociocultural and western ideas to the Chinese in Penang. Even though traditional practices are still preserved, the effects of western influences manifest themselves in efforts to preserve the customs and traditions of the Chinese in Penang.
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    The essay studies museums in Penang, their culture displays and cultural contestation in a variety of museums. Penang is selected as case study due to the fine balance in population numbers between the Malays and the Chinese which is reflected in their cultural foregrounding in the Penang State Museum. This ethnic balance is also reflected by the multiethnic composition of the state museum board. Yet behind this façade one could detect the existence of culture contests. Such contests are also found within the different ethnic groups like the Peranakan and non-Peranakan Chinese or the Malays and the Indian-Muslims. This essay also examines visitor numbers and the attractiveness of the Penang Story. The essay is based on the scrutiny of museum exhibits, museum annual reports and conversations with former and present members of the State Museum Board.
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    INTRODUCTION


    The phrase culture wars might have started in mid-19th century Germany but it came into wider usage since the 1960s in reference to the ideological polarisations among Americans into the liberal and conservative camps (Hunter, 1991; Luke, 2002). Although not as severe, such wars in Malaysia are manifested by the intense culture competition within and among museums due to the pervasive influence of ethnicity in various facets of the national life. As a result, museum foregrounding of culture and history have become contested (Matheson-Hooker, 2003: 1–11; Teo, 2010: 73–113; Abu Talib, 2008: 45–70; 2012; 2015). This essay looks at museums in Penang, their culture displays, visitor turnouts to the Penang State Museum, the Penang Story and the culture and history competitions in Penang museums. The discussion is based on the scrutiny of museum exhibits, museum annual reports, writings on museums in Malaysia and interviews with members of the museum board.


    MUSEUMS IN PENANG


    Penang started with a single museum in 1965. By 2013 the state has more than 18 museums, mini museums and galleries that cover ethnography, history, the Second World War, the arts, owl, cats, Islam, toys, flora and fauna, Sun Yat Sen and a consummate entertainer from the state. The latest is the Made in Penang Interactive Museum that offers 30 giant 3D art pieces that tell stories about Penang’s lifestyle. Most of these museums and galleries are located within the city of George Town. A number of private museums are located within the city’s heritage enclave, straddling the heritage trail which is popular with local and foreign tourists. Table 1 highlights 10 of these museums, their locations and the main features of their permanent exhibits.



    Table 1: Selected Penang museums


    
      
        	Name of museum

        	Location

        	Main features of permanent exhibits
      


      
        	Penang State Museum and Art Gallery (1965) (state)

        	Farquhar Street, George Town

        	Social history and culture of the various races including the Chinese Peranakan, the transformation of Penang into an international port with a cosmopolitan population. Portraits of early 19th century Penang and the Japanese Occupation.
      


      
        	Museum & Gallery Tuanku Fauziah (1982) (university)

        	Minden Campus, Universiti Sains Malaysia

        	Ethnography, science and technology, astronomy and archaeology notably the Perak Man unearthed in the Lenggong valley in the 1990s.
      


      
        	Penang Forestry Museum (1983) (Forestry Department)

        	Telok Bahang

        	Flora and fauna of Penang, information on jungles and the types of wood found in mangrove swamp forest, mangrove forest, coastal hills and highland forest besides the wood industry and uses of wood in the everyday life of Malaysians.
      


      
        	P. Ramlee Gallery (2002) (National Archives)

        	Perak Road, George Town

        	The life of P. Ramlee with his mates in Penang; his musical and film career, leading ladies that appear in his movies and cartoons on Ramlee that had appeared in local magazines.
      


      
        	Penang Islamic Museum (1995) (private organisation)

        	Acheen Street, George Town

        	Islam, Islamic culture, Islamic leaders in Penang, Islamic architecture and the pondok education in Seberang Perai. Islam in Penang and the Malay peninsula; its spread through trade.
      


      
        	Penang War Museum (2002) (private ownership)

        	Batu Maung

        	Outdoor museum sited on a former British military base constructed in the 1930s. Complete with gun emplacements, spent cartridges, military motorcycle, military intelligence room, Japanese torture room torture weapons, pictures of Japanese torture victims, war memorial, the trial of Japanese war criminals and punishment meted to them, replica of a hanging gallows and British re-entry into Penang in September 1945.
      


      
        	Penang Peranakan Museum (2010) (private ownership)

        	Church Street, George Town

        	Antiques, kitchen utensils, colourful ceramics, Peranakan dress (kebaya and sarong), bridal costumes and porcelain wares used by the Penang Peranakan. Family ancestral temple and prayer altar.
      


      
        	One East Museum (2011) (private ownership)

        	Dunlop Road, George Town

        	Culture of the Chinese and Peranakan Chinese, art pieces from well known artists in Southeast Asia, famille rose figurines, ceramic, antique furniture used by Peranakan Chinese in late 19th century until 1911.
      


      
        	Malay Museum (2010) (federal department)

        	Hutton Lane, George Town

        	Way and life of the Malay-Muslims notably the Jawi-Peranakan including household utensils, cultural life and musical instruments.
      


      
        	Ben’s Vintage Toy Museum (2011) (private ownership)

        	Acheen Street, George Town

        	10,000 toys including wind-up toys, battery powered and celluloid which include toys of the pre-war die-cast era, dinky toys, German doll of 1920 and Victorian toys of 1860.
      

    



    PENANG STATE MUSEUM


    The 2004 official report on museums in Malaysia describes the Penang State Museum as follows: “the ground floor showcases the social cultural history of the major ethnic races in Penang while the upper floor informs visitors of the influence of each race on the other’s culture. The upper floor also displays 19th century paintings of Old Penang notably the Captain Robert Smith Collection of 1819 [sic]” (Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism, 2004: 40).


    The state museum started with ethnography, archaeology and natural history. Its annual reports, which did not always appear on time, provide fascinating details on its expansion. For the more recent ones, there is much less details on museum collections, the problems it faced or visitor feedbacks. Before 2006 these reports appeared in Malay and English under various titles but after 2006 it is published in Malay only. For unknown reasons only a few issues came complete with page numbers.


    Efforts to start a museum began in 1941 through private initiatives (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965a: 12) but these ended with the Japanese Occupation. Another attempt was made in 1956 through the British Resident Councilor R. P. Bingham but it came to an end when the building that housed the exhibits was demolished. In the early 1960s the museum project was revived through the Penang Historical Society, then under the leadership of Captain Mohd Noor Mohamed and the Penang Art Society. The museum was closely associated with Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman who had selected a two-storey building which was part of the Penang Free School (1907–1927) and Hutchings School (1928–1960). The state government had duly acquired this building in 1962. Tunku had studied here when he was a student of the Penang Free School (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965a: 9). In July 1964 a visitors’ day for “Friends of the Museum” was held and during the occasion pledges of donations of exhibits and expert assistance were made. Chan Kit Ying, a former inspector of Chinese schools, offered his service and advice on exhibits of Chinese culture. Haji Fathil Basheer, a highly respected member of the Malay community, donated 60 objects including a hand written al-Quran that was more than 100 years old. The museum designed a special case for this collection which was placed in the History of Penang room.


    With less than 300 exhibits, the Penang Museum and Art Gallery was officially opened by the state governor on 14 April 1965. It aimed “to preserve and attractively display, the past and present life of its inhabitants, to interest residents and visitors and to encourage our children to acquire, and value, knowledge of their environment” (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965a: 11). A. Nichol-Smith was appointed honorary curator until her demise in February 1967. At the time this former curator of the Zanzibar Museum of East Africa was teaching English at the Malayan Teachers College in Gelugor. The museum was located on the ground floor of the building occupying space measuring 132 feet by 52 feet while the smaller first floor – 96 feet by 28 feet – was taken up by the Art Gallery. In 1994 the entire building was occupied by the museum after the Art Gallery moved to the nearby Dewan Sri Pinang.


    The museum was divided into seven rooms namely History of Penang in Room 1, Development of Education and Commerce in Room 2, Arts and Customs in Room 3, Ethnographical Exhibits in Room 4, Temporary Exhibits on Loan from the National Museum in Room 5, Natural History in Room 6 and the Curator’s Office and Workshop in Room 7 (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965b). The arrangement was not much different from the original plan that focused on history, Chinese culture and customs, the island room, natural history and embroideries and costumes (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965a: 18–21). The front gallery provides general information on Penang and relief map of the island showing places of historical interest while the rear gallery was reserved for further displays. The major attractions during the opening were the Haji Fathil collection and Merdeka Bay, East India Company and Francis Light, the (Peranakan) Bridal Chamber, the Lion Dance diorama, Paddy Cultivation, Malay fishing village, kingfishers from Penang and Marine Life.


    Despite initial hiccups officials were optimistic of the museum’s future. According to the first annual report “there is still plenty to be done in research and authentication of specimens and documents. There is need for more funds so that glass cases can be made to house delicate and irreplaceable costumes, more material may be included in the museum, and education and cultural projects of a visual nature be carried out, as is proper to an active modern museum. Displays can be considered if more space becomes available” (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965b). All these had to be undertaken within an annual budget of $30,000.1 By 1970 the management committee expressed concern that this allocation was insufficient to maintain existing services and to embark on future improvements. In 1971 the state government increased the allocation to $40,000 and by the end of 1980 to $110,000, $250,000 in 1989 and $350,000 in 1990 although the bulk of the allocations were used for salary and utility expenses (Penang State Museum Board, 1991: 9). By the 1990s part of the allocation was also used for sending museum staff to various courses and seminars so as to equip them with better knowledge that would enable them to provide better services to the public. These courses include the workshop on the “Care Conservation of Museum Objects” in Mysore, India, the “Identification and Preservation of Photographs Workshop” in Kuala Lumpur, the “Conservation Workshop” in Sabah and the “Workshop on Malay Costumes and Textiles” in Terengganu (Penang State Museum Board, 1993).


    In 1966 many more exhibits had made their way into the museum. These include Malay, Chinese and Indian musical instruments, Indian kavadis and Malay jewelry which were donated by Tunku Ahmad Tajuddin Tunku Ibrahim. The last items were displayed in new showcases located in the north corridor. The History Room received Neolithic stone artifacts2 from Penang tycoon Loh Boon Siew, a copy of the Report of the Commission of Enquiry into the Penang Riots of 1867 and photograph of volunteers to quell the riot which were donated by the Penang Historical Society. A python presented by Tunku Abdul Rahman was added to the display in one of the temporary dioramas in the Natural History Room. The construction of two dioramas which show night and day mammals at a cost of $4,830.41 was started in 1968. It was completed in early 1969 (Penang State Museum Board, 1975: 15). With such varied exhibits the Natural History Room proved to be one of the museum’s draw cards until the early 1990s.


    In 1967 a Transport Section was added which was subsequently filled by a pony cart that was in use in the 1920s (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1967), sedan chair, photographs and a comprehensive report on the history of transport in Penang. In 1972 a room on the first floor was renovated into the Tunku Room. It was fitted with seven showcases to display 145 pieces of rare kris, miscellaneous weapons, a 141 year old handmade silver teapot and 35 personal awards that were on loan from the Tunku. Following his demise in December 1990, the Tunku’s personal awards were taken out for use in the state funeral that was held in Alor Setar. By October 1993 all remaining items were transferred to the National Archives (Penang State Museum Board, 1993) and subsequently to the Tunku Abdul Rahman Memorial which was opened in 1994. The room is still there but is filled up by exhibits of Old Penang.


    The Chinese Culture Room was created in 1967 to accommodate the Chinese Opera costumes and Lion Dance costumes. Two large showcases were constructed to house these items and to protect them against deterioration while the lighting system was re-arranged to provide better lighting. A model of the Air Itam Dam which was donated by the George Town City Council and a musical cabinet donated by Cheah Eow Hooi were put on display in the front corridor. In 1975 Light’s statue was moved from the back of the museum and placed in the front lawn on top a special concrete pedestal (Penang State Museum Board, 1975: 44). An old garden lamp was installed to brighten the statue and its surrounding areas at night besides keeping away undesirable elements. It was presented by the Executors and Trustees of the late Khoo Sian Ee.


    Since its opening various improvements were made to the museum. In 1966 the Costume and Embroidery Room was fitted with air-conditioning while the bridal chamber was enclosed within a large showcase. In the northern corridor the showcases were recessed within the walls adjoining the main rooms to allow for more space (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1966). In 1969 a museum garden was created to house large historical objects like canons, Japanese bombs and mines and the anchor of a French warship the Les Mousquet which was sunk by the German light cruiser Emden on 29 October 1914 approximately 11 nautical miles of the Muka Head coast in the north west of the island. The Emden had terrorised British merchantmen in the Bay of Bengal and the Straits of Melaka in 1914 after the outbreak of the First World War. Earlier in the day it had brazenly shelled Penang harbour inflicting considerable damage including the sinking of the Russian cruiser Zhemshug off the E & O Hotel with the loss of 89 lives including scores of Japanese prostitutes who were on board at the time (Shennan, 2000: 82–87). Besides serving as car park, the garden also housed a Hill Railway coach and a Rolls Royce that was previously used by the first Penang governor and before that Sir Henry Gurney, the British High Commissioner who was assassinated in October 1951 by armed communists while on his way to Frazer’s Hill. In 1971–1972 the existing displays were re-sited to make room for new acquisitions (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1972). The History Room was re-arranged to accommodate more photographs of Penang. The Embroidery Room had more Chinese embroidered costumes added besides two new showcases to display Malay costumes. The Natural History section had two new showcases to display Malaysian birds which were donated by the National Museum. Twenty seven pieces of old Kelantan silverware were put on display in a wall showcase along the front corridor. These were presented by Mrs. K. G. Exham whose father was the first chief of the Penang Fire Brigade.


    In 1977 the museum again carried out minor improvements to the existing showcases and electrical fittings to ensure irreplaceable embroideries and costumes were kept within minimum conservational standard. The museum’s fluorescent tubes were replaced with tungsten lamp and aluminum eye-ball fittings as the former were not conducive to the conservation of exhibits especially embroideries. These affected the Chinese Hall, Bridal Chamber, Lion Dance, Embroidery and the Tunku Room. The showcases in these rooms were modified with a false ceiling of opaque plexiglass to conceal the tungsten lamps (Penang State Museum Board, 1977: 14). Three dozens “Morden” ultra violet absorbing tube-jackets were placed in the museum to filter the remaining fluorescent tubes that emit high proportion of ultra violet radiation. In 1992 the Museum and the Art Gallery was given a new coat of paint while the roof of the Hill Railway coach was replaced with aluminum. These were undertaken to coincide with the Conference of Rulers which was held in Penang that year. Rewiring was extended to the Art Gallery in preparation for the air-conditioning of the entire building which was completed in 1991. To control humidity two units of dehumidifiers were installed in the History and Embroidery Rooms.


    The museum continued to expand its collections through public donations or purchases that were funded either by the museum, the state or individuals/institution quite often with inflated prices3. In the early years regular appeals were made to the Penang public who generously contributed a diversity of exhibits which quickly filled up museum space. In the 1965 commemorative booklet a list of 25 donors was highlighted which include individuals and institutions. The notable ones were Haji Fathil Basheer, Captain Mohd Noor Mohamed, the Penang Historical Society, J. S. H. Cunynham-Brown, Loo Kam Fat and Ong Eng Khuan. Other donors in that year were the trustees of the estate of Kapitan Chung Keng Kwee, Low Hooi Seah and Soon Tuck Wooi (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965b). In 1975 the Fong Seong Cup was presented by the Penang Badminton Association (Penang State Museum Board, 1975: 50). The silver cup was manufactured in London in 1936 and meant for the inter-state Men Badminton Championship which Penang won 21 times out of the 29 it was contested. In 1992 some of the documents in the Haji Fathil’s collection and Francis Light’s will were subjected to conservation measures undertaken by the National Archives (Penang State Museum Board, 1992: 13). The Haji Fathil collections formed part of the fascinating history of the Penang Malays in the second half of the 19th century. One MA student was able to make use of them in her study of Malay involvement in secret societies (Mahani, 2003).


    Museum collections continued to increase until the early 1990s. In 1982 the museum purchased the collection of nyonya and Kwantung porcelain wares through a special loan from the state government and donors like the Penang Turf Club, the Lee Foundation and the Datuk Keramat Tin Smelting Company. In 1986 the museum received two Siamese swords belonging to the late Khaw Sim Kong, former “rajah” or governor of Ranong (Cushman, 1986: 64), Thailand which were presented by his grandson, Khaw Bian Huat (Penang State Museum Board, 1986: 27–28). In November the same year a dragon boat head and tail was presented by Tommy Khoo Sian Kheng, chairman of the Penang Boat Festival while Mrs Tang Yoke Lin presented a piano which was used by Jimmy Boyle, the well-known music composer from Penang, when he was a boy. In June 1988 a set of 93 pieces of wayang kulit puppets and 30 gamelan brass gongs were donated by Haji Razkin Omar from Bukit Mertajam. These belonged to his late grandfather who was a wayang Tok Dalang or puppeteer (Penang State Museum Board, 1988: 25). Other items secured were Malay traditional kitchen utensils from Seberang Perai which include a set of tools for making the traditional utensils as well as buyong kecil (small pot) for storing water, belanga (earthen pot) for cooking curry, periok kukusan (double boiler) and perasapan (incense boiler). These items were bought from the family of the late Zainab Mat Saman. In 1989 a set of 33 old coins of Penang (1786–1828) was purchased from the 75 year old Phoon Kee Khuan (Penang State Museum Board, 1989). These coins were the first coins issued for use in Penang and were an important part of the early numismatic heritage of Penang. The cost of $9,650 for the purchase was defrayed from public donations and the state government. In 1991 the museum acquired the collection of silver antiques belonging to the late Robert Corbertt, founder member and first president of the Perak Orchid Society. The collection consisted of fine Malay and Peranakan silver jewelry like brooches, bracelet, modesty disc, pillow and bolster ends, belt buckles and other decorations of antique silver (Penang State Museum Board, 1991: 13). In 1992 a porcelain nyonya ladle was received from antique dealer Saw Joo Ann.


    Space was a major problem. The 1967 annual report had remarked “as there is no more space for the museum’s expansion, it is hoped that the state government will find ways and means to implement their decision to rebuild the bombed half of the original building.” The need for space was pressing as “there is a great deal more material of educational and cultural interest that should be added to the museum” necessitating the museum to use the corridor and stairways. A decade later another report had voiced similar concern. “The most pressing problem facing the museum at this moment is the shortage of space. The museum’s present collection has grown to such an enormous size that it is not an exaggeration to say that visitors to the museum today are hardly left with any space to walk. New materials and information are encountered every now and then, but there is no more available space to display them” (Penang State Museum Board, 1979: 11). By the end of the 1980s when I first set foot in the museum the exhibits were scattered all over the entire floor. It was mildly chaotic. In the early 1990s visitors have voiced out the sorry state of the museum and display congestion besides the need to bring the museum more up to date (Penang State Museum Board, 1991: 9). Bulky items donated to the museum – like the Cadillac which served as state official car and an old fire engine – were either stored at the state garage or in the case of the fire engine, returned to the Perak Road Fire Department for safekeeping (Penang State Museum Board, 1993).


    In the early 1970s there was much discussion, planning and public drive to collect funds to rebuild the bombed half of the original building but the entire project was abandoned due to safety reasons. In 1990 a panel of architects under Lawrence Loh, a member of the museum board, was entrusted to redesign the museum interior so that all the exhibits can be displayed properly while preserving the building’s architecture (Penang State Museum Board, 1990). Subsequently, the museum was closed for six months to enable renovation works to be undertaken. However, it was only in 1994 after the Art Gallery had shifted to Dewan Sri Pinang, following the move of the George Town city administration to the new office complex at Komtar, that the museum has more space. Currently, it has additional space at No. 57 Macalister Road in the form of a renovated former maternity hospital. However, the museum’s base remains at Farquhar Street.


    As with the National Museum, a few individuals could be regarded as icons in the museum’s development. The Tunku’s interest in the museum was well known. The museum reciprocated with the Tunku Room. The other was Captain Mohd Noor Mohamed who was chairman of the State Museum Board from 1973 until his demise in June 1990. From 1964 to 1972 he was a member of the Museum Management Committee and headed the museum sub-committee (Penang State Museum Board, 1990). As head of the Penang Historical Society, he had played an instrumental role in getting the museum project alive “through research, lectures and exhibitions held when and where they could and to which the museum is deeply indebted.” His untiring energy enabled the museum to enjoy continued public support. He was especially successful in persuading elderly Malays to sell or donate invaluable cultural items to the museum. The other was Khoo Boo Chia who was curator from 1976 until his retirement in the early 2000s. He joined the museum in 1971 and as curator had chartered the museum’s remarkable growth and presided over its transformation that focused on culture and history popularly labelled the Penang Story. The museum had also benefited from the technical and professional support provided by the National Museum on layout and scientific display techniques through taxidermist A. S. Dryberg and Wee Ho Cheng, display officer Lim Tong Juan, artist Rahmat Ahmad, museum assistants Abdullah Hassan, Halim Nasir and Khoo Swee Hoe and marine curators A. T. Johnson and J. Fisher (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965a: 12, 26). In the mid-1970s the National Museum provided training on conservation and display techniques for two of its staff (Penang State Museum Board, 1977: 15). Such crucial support continued for many years which the museum acknowledged in its annual reports. However, the museum’s emphasis on natural history which was modelled on the National Museum was discarded in the mid-1990s in favour of the Penang Story whereas the latter followed similar path in 2007 when the National Museum was changed into a national history museum.


    THE PENANG STORY AND STATE MUSEUMS


    The Penang Story was scripted in the early 1990s following a major reorganisation based on Yvonne Teh Shuang Lyn’s recommendation that the museum focuses on “culture as the thread which links together the past and the present. Penang’s cultural pluralism provides a cosmopolitanism somewhat unusual in so small an area … and yet amidst this diversity, unity exists through their common Penangite identity” (Penang State Museum Board, 1991: 10). Yvonne Teh was then a doctoral candidate in anthropology at the University of Pennsylvania specialising in material culture, identity and museum studies. She had worked at the Logan Museum of Anthropology in Wisconsin which was a college museum besides being given an internship at a museum in London. Following her recommendation the museum was divided into themes based on the culture of the various ethnic groups, their living craft and history. The circulation of the entire building was re-organised to enable visitors to have a better understanding of the museum as a cultural history centre. Each room was given a theme to reflect a particular culture history focus while the exhibits, materials and lighting for each room were selected to fit the chosen theme. The up-grading which included the landscaping of the car park and lawn and the addition of storage space was made possible by a RM500,000 grant from the Ministry of Arts and Tourism (Penang State Museum Board, 1992: 9). Following this reorganisation both ethnography and history became an intrinsic part of the Penang Story – the story of cultural mingling as George Town evolved into an international port with its multi-cultural society while natural history had disappeared completely.


    The official museum booklet neatly summarised the Penang Story as follows. Originally a part of the Kedah sultanate, the island received people from Kedah long before an English outpost was established in 1786. Booming trade within the region and Penang had attracted all kinds of other people to the island among them the first Chinese settlers who were merchants and traders mainly from South China. Many had adapted to the local Malay culture and became known as baba nyonya (Peranakan Chinese). The early Indians, coming from different parts of the sub-continent were dominated by the Tamils of South India. They too were mostly merchants and traders and money lenders while others were plantation labourers or civil clerks. Penang’s colorful multi-ethnic society today is dominated by the three communities of Malays, Chinese and Indians which have co-existed in harmony for generations.


    Historically, Penang is noted for its ethnic diversities which include Arabs, Achehnese, Armenian, Burmese, Japanese, Javanese, Minangkabaus, Siamese, Sinhalese and Eurasians (offsprings of mixed marriages between Europeans and Asians) – all contributing to the island’s cultural potpourri. Unique mixed-marriages between locals or others and the early foreign settlers from other parts of Asia had also given rise to hybrid groups like the Chinese Peranakans, Jawi Peranakans (Jawi Pekan) and the Arab Peranakans. They have their own unique culture and language. The diverse cultural activities, cuisines, dances, music, daily pursuits and pastimes of the people are put on display notably the boria and the nasi kandar which are closely associated with the Jawi Peranakan.


    In line with the Penang Story, the ground floor of the state museum focuses on the peoples of Penang with each of the major races accorded a room – the Malay Room, the Chinese Room, the Indian Room besides the Wedding Chamber and the Nyonya Costumes. The first floor covers Francis Light and the colonial period including the Japanese Occupation and the post-1945 period. The Captain Robert Smith paintings are kept in a room located on this floor: eight of the ten paintings shown here were completed before Smith, a military engineer, left Penang in 1818. The other important exhibits are the jinrikisha which was an important mode of transportation in George Town especially during the interwar years. Visitors are informed that in 1927 there were 3,441 of them but by 1941 their number had dwindled to 2,121. By 1961 there were only 12 left as trishaws were more practical. Other exhibits located here are spices – star anise, black pepper, sliced areca nut, dried turmeric, nutmeg seeds, cloves, dried chilly and cinnamon sticks – highlighting Penang as an important hub of the spice trade during British colonial rule – besides the kopitiam or Chinese coffee shop which was intrinsic part of the urban landscape in Penang and elsewhere.


    To reinforce the Penang Story adequate information and exhibits are placed in the various rooms. Penang island was already inhabited prior to Light’s arrival in 1786. It was then known among the Malays as Pulau Ka Satu and Tanjung Penaga. Connected to the various races are the many cultural exhibits like tepak sireh in the shape of lacquer boxes for the Peranakan Chinese. There are plenty of exhibits related to the Malays such as kitab kuning, printing of religious treatises, ulamas and pondoks in Seberang Perai, Malay traditional dresses, Islamic calligraphy, daily utensils used by the Malays, well known Penang mosques (Batu Uban mosque, Acheen Street mosques, the Benggali mosque and the Kapitan Keling mosque), traditional Malay carpentry tools, the front of a traditional Penang Malay house, silver and brass wares used in Malay weddings, Malay marriage, traditional Malay jewelry, the songket, male and female headgear, bridal bed, the boria and Malay weaponry.


    In the Chinese room are shown crafted traditional chairs, opium bed, opium pipe (opium smoking was publicly allowed before 1940), information on the Straits Chinese, Chinese wedding and Chinese Peranakan wedding with wedding bed, cupboard, dowry chest, wash basin and marriage costumes. A more elaborate Peranakan corner displays various exhibits including a black mourning dress, nyonya embroidery, nyonya long dress, pekalongan sarong from Java in muted tones and distinct prints, beaded slippers, batek and sarong from India.


    Historical sketches, drawings and photographs of Old Penang form an important part of the museum collection and the Penang Story. These paintings were executed by English artists including military officers like Captain Robert Smith, Marthelemy Lauvergne, William Daniell, Catherine Trevor, Thomas Prinsep, Admiral Theodore Auguste Fisquet, Lt. Walford Thomas Belliairs and Anna Scwabe. The collection started in 1965 when the Penang Historical Society contributed paintings of Old Penang. Three years later the museum received seven reproduction of lithographs of Old Penang from the Singapore Museum. In 1969 the Robert Smith collection was donated by the estate of the late Heah Joo Seang (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965b; 1970). The collection was a set of paintings including the “View of the Cascades”, “View of the Great Tree”, “Ship Lord Lowther”, “Panoramic Sketch of the Prince of Wales Island”, “View from Halliburton’s Hill”, “View of Suffolk House” (2 copies), “View of Suffolk House” (black and white), “View of North Beach from the Council House” (without colour), “View of Mt Erskine and Puloo Tikus Bay”, “View of Gelugor House and Spice Plantations”, “View of Chinese Mills”, “View of Strawberry Hill” and “View of North Beach from Council House” (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1970). In 1975, three more Robert Smith originals were presented by J. C. Henderson of the Penang Chartered Bank. In the same year a few of these paintings were sent to London for restoration works at the Parker Gallery (Penang State Museum Board, 1976: 18). On their return these were mounted in teak-wood frames with non-reflective glass and displayed in the History Room.


    In 1978 the unique and rare photographs of Old Penang from the Donald Davies collection that were kept at the National Museum were reproduced for the Penang Museum. These covered local celebrations, historical buildings, prominent figures and old transportation of Penang (Penang State Museum Board, 1979: 12). In 1979 an original oil painting dated 1817 by William Havel was purchased. In the same year photographs of Old Penang were put on display which showcased Penang way back to 1883. These were highly appreciated by the Penang folks. In the same year the museum printed 10 coloured greetings cards from the Robert Smith collection. Costing 80 cents per card these were popular among the public. Through these cards the museum hoped “keener interest in the history of early Penang and the cultural heritage of the state would be further stimulated” (Penang State Museum Board, 1979: 13). By the end of the 1970s the museum could boast as the repository of much that is symbolic of Penang through old documents, artefacts, pictorial representations and models. In 1986 the Art Gallery section held an exhibition titled “Early Views of Penang” with 165 paintings of Penang which was a collection of originals and reproductions acquired from various museums throughout the world (Penang State Museum Board, 1986: 30). Displayed for the first time these paintings provided invaluable information on the history of Penang from 1770–1860 before the age of photography. The exhibition was opened by Captain Haji Mohd Noor, chairman of the State Museum Board while another board member, Lim Chong Keat gave a talk on “Early views of Penang” which touched on the topography, heritage and historical perspectives of Penang that were depicted in the paintings.


    What happened to the many exhibits that were collected since 1965 is an interesting question. Reference had already been made of the natural history exhibits which were returned to the National Museum while the Gelugor Hoard was consigned to the store room. As for the Haji Fathil Basheer, the Quran is still on display in the Malay room located on the ground floor while documents relating to the 1867 secret society riots are kept elsewhere. So are the Report of the Commission of Enquiry on the Penang Riots of 1867, picture of volunteers to quell the riots, model of the Air Itam dam, the pony cart, musical cabinet, the Jimmy Boyle piano, wayang kulit puppets, gamelan brass gongs and the Siamese swords. The Japanese ceremonial sword which was donated by Captain Mohd Noor in 1965 is still on display on the second floor. It served as grim reminder of the turbulent Japanese Occupation of the island although the museum’s description of the period is very much toned down compared to the Penang War Museum. The few bulky displays outside the museum are still there notably Light’s imposing statue, the Rolls Royce, anchor of the Les Mousquet and the Hill Railway coach.


    This brings us to the inadequacy of the Penang Story as represented by the Penang State Museum. One ethnic group that had made considerable presence in Penang from the late 19th century to the mid-1930s was the Japanese. It was estimated they were about 3,500 Japanese in Penang in the early 20th century. They were a diversified group ranging from entrepreneurs notably in the rubber and the fishing industry to commercial agents, spies and prostitutes. The Penang State Museum never highlighted the underside of the Japanese presence so as not to offend the sensitivities of the Japanese who made up the biggest number of foreign tourists to the island for much of the second half of the 20th century and Japanese contributions to the state’s economy during the same period notably investment. Similarly, glossed over is the island’s previous connection with the Kedah sultanate and how it came into the hands of the East India Company in 1786. The EIC’s unwillingness to provide any form of military assistance as requested by Kedah against imagined or real enemies was a bitter disappointment to the Kedah ruler. This led to the failed attempts to retake the island in the 1790s and the cession of further Kedah territory which came to be known as Province Wellesley.


    VISITORS AND THE STATE MUSEUM


    From 1965 to 1976 the museum annual reports had included comments from visitors’ notably foreign tourists. One such comment came from the British High Commissioner Sir Michael Walker who had visited the museum soon after its opening in 1965: “The museum gives a fascinating history of Penang. I am very glad to see these chapters of history being depicted so vividly and I give all my good wishes to the future of the museum” (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1965b). In 1966 the samples of visitor comments include: “A most interesting collection and very well presented” (New York), “It is very interesting to see it” (Germany), and “A remarkable feat of organization” (Virginia, USA) (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1966).


    Similar comments appeared in the 1967 annual report such as: “Very interesting beginning. Hope the Museum will prosper” (England), “Lends a third dimension to the sights of Penang” (Japan) and “One of the finest small Museums” (USA) (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1967). In 1972 the museum continued to receive favourable comments from foreign visitors which appeared in the annual reports: “For a small museum so interesting and wide range of exhibits. Well displayed” (Auckland, New Zealand), “Sheer delight for those not well acquainted with the arts and history of Penang” (Hong Kong), and “Excellent museum and well maintained” (USA) (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1972). In 1974, favourable visitor comments include the following: “The contents of the Museum are most impressive” (England), “Delighted to see old history of Penang so well preserved” (India) and “An interesting Museum with well-presented objects” (Germany) (Penang State Museum Board, 1975: 43). In the 1976 annual report the comments were “A unique exhibition, breathtaking” (New York), “Too much richness, from such a little place” (France), “A living picture of Penang” (Melbourne) and “A really worthwhile institution for Penang” (Bangkok) (Penang State Museum Board, 1976: 12). After 1976 the annual reports no longer printed these comments. These tourists were probably attracted to the History of Penang, Chinese culture and customs, embroidery and costumes, natural history and social, education and economic exhibits, the Tunku Room (Penang State Museum Board, 1975: 45) besides the Art Gallery on the first floor.


    Museum visitors were a varied group. The museum was popular among the locals “since a good number of the exhibits come from them” (Penang State Museum Board, 1978: 13). By the early 1990s the Museum and Art Gallery was included by local tourist agencies as one of their city tour itineraries (Penang State Museum Board, 1991: 11). Other visitors include students, trainees of teacher training colleges, university students and those from outside the state and foreign tourists. The Museum and Art Gallery had also become the focus of enquiries on local history by secondary school students who were required to complete a short essay based on archival research or research at museums (Penang State Museum Board, 1991: 11–13). Among the more common topics were the history of Francis Light, Fort Cornwallis, Suffolk House, Hill Railway and old transportation of George Town. In the 1990s the museum provided practical training for final year Art and Design students from the MARA Institute of Technology. In 1992 four of them had benefited from the program.


    Interestingly visitor data does not appear in all the annual reports while the available ones do not indicate the number of foreign visitors except for 1991 and 1993. The 1991 and 1993 figures revealed foreigners made up between 30%–35% of museum visitors. In fact they made up the majority of visitors for March, April, May and July while November, December and January were popular with domestic visitors (Penang State Museum Board, 1991: 11; 1993). However, Table 2 indicates a marked decrease of visitors for the first decade of the 21st century; even with the addition of the corresponding figures for the Art Gallery the totals were never anywhere near those of the first 25 years.4 A number of reasons could explain for this decrease including unexciting exhibits compared to the earlier years when the Natural History section was a major attraction while the RM1.00 entry could be a mild deterrence to locals. The separation of the museum and the art gallery had also affected visitor number. A vibrant Art Gallery could pull the crowd to both the museum and gallery as in 1978 when museum visitors reached 106,693 compared to 77,866 in the previous year (Penang State Museum Board, 1978: 13).



    Table 2: Visitors to Penang State Museum, 1965–20105


    
      
        	Year

        	Total Visitors

        	Foreigners
      


      
        	1965 (April–December)

        	70,294

        	–
      


      
        	1967

        	80,727

        	–
      


      
        	1969

        	113,451

        	–
      


      
        	1971

        	121,871

        	–
      


      
        	1973

        	95,085

        	–
      


      
        	1975

        	105,371

        	–
      


      
        	1977

        	77,866

        	–
      


      
        	1980

        	96,958

        	–
      


      
        	1991

        	125,290

        	68,659
      


      
        	1993

        	81,707

        	52,810
      


      
        	2006

        	31,141

        	–
      


      
        	2008

        	48,521

        	–
      


      
        	2010

        	56,799

        	–
      

    



    CULTURE COMPETITION WITHIN AND AMONG MUSEUMS


    In a study on museums in Malaysia (Abu Talib, 2015: 232–241) I have highlighted the Malay-Chinese cultural competition in the Penang State Museum that resulted in a stalemate which initially left out the Indians. When this situation was finally rectified through a small Indian section (the Indian Room) located on the ground floor the attention is more on the Tamils than other Indian ethnic groups. I have also touched on the inter-ethnic competition between the Peranakan and non-Peranakan Chinese in both the Penang State Museum and the One East Museum while the Pinang Peranakan Mansion is devoted entirely to the Peranakan culture and its glorious past. I have also touched on the intra-ethnic competition between Malays and Indian-Muslims in both the Penang Islamic Museum, the Penang State Museum and the Malay Museum in which I argued the marginalisation of Indian-Muslim elements while the absence of their leading personalities among museum exhibits is most obvious. In the old maps of the city the area around Acheen Street was known as Malay Town which was dominated by Malays and Indian-Muslims. Malay Town is long gone but the area has become the centre of a thriving jewelry business helmed by Indian-Muslims like Habib jewels which started in 1958 in Pitt Street (Loh et al., 2013: 79–80). The Peranakans also dominated the Malay printing industry since the end of the 19th century until before the Japanese Occupation making Penang an important centre of knowledge dissemination in colonial Malaya and within the Nusantara region (Jelani and Azmi, 2008: 1–28).


    This kind of competition is very much related to the ethnic balance of Penang population. Since the mid-19th century the Chinese had dominated the Penang population and this had not changed for the 20th century. In 1970, the Chinese accounted for 56.1% of the state population while Malays made up 30.9%, Indians 11.5% and other racial groups at 1% (Pejabat Kemajuan Negeri Pulau Pinang, 1986: 20) but the percentage of the Chinese population was steadily declining while the Malays had increased. Thus, by 2005, out of the 1.39 million, 45.53% of the population were Chinese, 43.38% Malays, Indians at 11% while the others including Eurasians and Siamese were less than 1% (Statistics Department of Malaysia, 2005). In 2011, the ethnic composition experienced a very small shift with Malays/bumiputeras outnumbering the Chinese.


    This competition of cultural displays at the Penang State Museum is closely connected with the nature of the State Museum Board. The Penang State Museum is supervised by a multicultural board that in the early years also included Europeans while the Chinese dominance of individual membership was balanced by Malay dominance in official members. From 1964 to 1972 the Penang Museum and Art Gallery was run by a Joint Management Committee appointed by the state government, and a sub-committee responsible for each of the museum and art gallery. The Joint Management Committee was made up of seven official members, six unofficial members and eight selected members. It was chaired by the State Secretary. The six member museum sub-committee were J. C. Cairns, Captain Mohd Noor, A. Nichol-Smith (chairperson), Soon Cheng Sun, J. H. S. Cunyngham-Brown and Low Hun Leong. When Nichol-Smith passed away, Captain Mohd Noor assumed the chairmanship.


    In 1973 the Penang State Museum Board was made up of 22 members who were appointed for a one year term except for 1974–1976 when appointment was for three years (Penang State Museum Board, 1980: 9). In 1979 the board had 23 members. The Chinese dominated the individual membership with 11 while the others were two Malays, two Indians (one Sikh and one Tamil) and two Europeans/Eurasians besides the seven Malay official members. In 1978 one academic from Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) was appointed to the board. Since then USM was always represented in the board and by the first decade of the 21st century their number had increased to three at any one time. For the year 1986–1987 board membership stood at 26 with Chinese dominating the individual membership (10 out of 19) while Malays formed the overwhelming majority of official members (Penang State Museum Board, 1987: 2). For the period 2010–2012 the board membership numerically favours the Malays who made up 9 out of the 15 members while the rest were 4 Chinese, 1 Indian and 1 Eurasian (Lembaga Muzium & Balai Seni Lukis Negeri Pulau Pinang, 2010: 17–18). Museum curators do have an important say in these appointments: in the late 1980s and early 1990s there was an overwhelming presence of former students of the St. Xavier Institution as the curator himself was a Xavierian.


    Equally significant is the contestation within each ethnic group. Historically, the Straits Chinese or Chinese Peranakan had dominated Penang since 1786 but by the early 20th century they were eclipsed by new arrivals from China. As a result, a process of Sinicisation began to take place within the Straits Chinese and through marriage and education the differences between these groups had diminished. However, the Penang State Museum still differentiated them – the lao keh (old guest) and the sinkeh (new arrivals). The lao keh are associated with the baba and nyonya which have assimilated elements of Malay culture in their daily life. They also dominated Penang economy after 1850. The Penang towkay class came from this group and they were well known for their beautiful and spacious mansions besides sending their children to England and China for further education. The sinkehs who arrived in the second half of the 19th century were absorbed as labourers, coolies and skill artisans while many of them were sent to other Malay states notably Kedah and Perak. The kongsi houses provided shelter and protection to these new arrivals that came from the same clan. The Penang State Museum foregrounds a number of these opulent mansions and kongsi houses notably the Khoo Kongsi which is a popular tourist attraction.


    The Penang State Museum accords much attention to the Chinese Peranakans although the lion dance is actually associated with the Chinese rather than just the Straits Chinese. So is the Penang Peranakan Museum which was opened in 2010 although its cultural presentation is made without any reference to the kind of multiculturalism presently displayed in the Penang State Museum. The museum building is the manifestation of Peranakan opulence and grandeur at its best. The exhibits include finely crafted tables, chairs, lacquered tiffin sets, kebayas, kain batik lepas (both are associated with nyonyas), opium smoking utensils, colorful ceramics (tea set, dishes and kamcheng), English glass, slippers, beads and embroideries of the Peranakans. These are dispersed in various rooms located on two floors. The exciting displays take visitors to a bygone era of Peranakan culture before the tumultuous Japanese Occupation (1942–1945). The annex houses a kitchen filled with an assortment of quaint implements, kitchenware and sweet moulds. The building was originally built at the end of the 19th century and served as residence of the Kapitan Cina Chung Keng Kwee who was not a Peranakan himself but incorporated the Peranakan element into the building. There is an ancestral temple that adjoins the mansion. It was built in 1899 and recently restored by skill craftsmen from China.


    Owned by Ch’ng Huck Teng the One East Museum and Art, on the other hand, seeks to balance museum coverage on all Chinese including the Straits Chinese. It displays the cultures of both the Chinese and Straits Chinese, paintings and artworks by renowned Chinese artists in Southeast Asia and rare Chinese famille rose figurines, Chinese porcelain, furniture and nyonya wares from the late 19th century to the pre-Chinese Cultural Revolution era.


    Owing to the Malay-Chinese competition very little space is accorded to the Indians. The Penang State Museum solved the issue by creating a small Indian corner (the Indian Room) on the ground floor by giving attention to the diverse Indian groups through the showcasing of religious festivals, house of worships, marriage and household utensils found in Indian homes. Also thrown in are Indian musical instruments like the flute and tabla. Within this little space the Tamils predominate over the Sikhs, Sinhalese and Malayalees.


    Equally significant is the culture competition within the Malay communities. Malays in present day Penang is made up of a variegated lot including the Jawi Peranakans who regard themselves as Malays. This acceptance is influenced by possible economic benefits but at the risk of neglecting the colourful history of the Jawi Peranakan (Omar and Jamaluddin, 2010; Halimah and Zainab, 2004). Although the Jawi Peranakans and the Arab Peranakans form a big group of the Penang Malays museum displays do not provide adequate coverage for them. The Malay Museum which opened in 2010 at Hutton Lane foregrounds the Malay heritage of Penang but there are voices which wanted the museum to focus more on the Jawi Peranakan heritage especially when Hutton Lane was historically connected with the Jawi Peranakans who fondly called it Hatin Road. The museum was formerly the residence of a prominent Malay, Wan Chik Ariffin Mohd Ariff who was a successful rice merchant and wholesaler in the early 20th century (Loh et al., 2013: 27–28).


    The Penang Islamic Museum accords much space to cultural aspects including the profile of Malay leaders like Haji Abdullah Fahim, Haji Ahmad Badawi, Sheikh Omar Basheer, Syed Sheikh Al-Hadi, Ahmad Rashid Talu and Sheikh Muhammad Tahir Jalaluddin. These names are either Malays or Arab Peranakan. It is difficult to identify Jawi Peranakan names although many of them were founders of the many mosques in the 19th century in George Town or successful business leaders who have cut their niche in the business world of Penang in the late 19th and 20th century (Mahani and Badriyah, 2013).


    The Penang State Museum displays many types of Malay musical instruments like the gambus, rebab, drums and flute. Some of these figures in boria performances which were an important form of entertainment in the urban or sub-urban enclave of George Town notably among the Jawi Peranakans. Boria troupes were known for their colorful costumes while they compete with one another to the detriment of their socio-economic position vis-à-vis the non-Malays (Mohd Yusof, 2007). The Penang State Museum foregrounds colourful boria costumes and musical instruments like violin, tambourine, harmonica, maracas, flute and baton used by the troupe leader during performances. The Muzium & Gallery Tuanku Fauziah foregrounds Malay culture – traditional musical instruments like gong and rebana, wayang kulit puppets and stage, kuda kepang, barong, keris, Chinese musical instruments and agricultural tools related to traditional agriculture (Malays) without any reference to the Penang Story but more in line with museums in Kedah, Kelantan or Terengganu.


    CONCLUSION


    Like other museums the Penang State Museum was affected by the national culture policy that came into existence in 1971 which favours Malay culture. However, the museum seeks a balance in its cultural representation although this does not hide the contest for cultural supremacy among the various ethnic groups and within each group. The proliferations of private museums underscore the cultural (and history) challenge to the state museum. Penang is one of the few states in Malaysia that witnessed the emergence of a large number of private museums especially within the George Town heritage enclave. The state museum was also affected by the change in 2007 of the National Museum, from a general museum to a museum of national history. Penang followed suit with its natural history exhibits subsequently replaced by multiculturalism or the Penang Story. Other museums especially the private ones seek to tell different stories or pose a challenge to the official cultural trajectory or the Penang Story.
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    NOTES


    1.Prior to 1992 when the Ringgit Malaysia (RM) was used the Malaysian currency was known as dollar (ringgit) denoted by the symbol $.


    2.Known as the Gelugor Hoard these were flanged axes, beaked adzes, amulet or pendant and damaged perforated stone disc which were unearthed during house construction in Bukit Gambir in December 1965.


    3.Tan Kim Hong, 2014. Email correspondence dated 23 and 25 January.


    4.These figures are 4,059 for 2006; 4,395 for 2007; 5,709 for 2008; 6,691 for 2006 and 11,428 for 2010 (Lembaga Muzium & Balai Seni Lukis Negeri Pulau Pinang, 2010: 45)


    5.The figures are taken from Penang State Museum and Art Gallery, 1972; Penang State Museum Board, 1975; 1978; Laporan Tahunan 1980; Penang State Museum Board, 1991; 1993; Lembaga Muzium & Balai Seni Lukis Negeri Pulau Pinang, 2010: 44–45.
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    Paddy is an important plant as it is the daily staple for large segments of the global population. As such, in some cultures it is revered as a sacred object. To ensure abundant crops, farmers learn from nature thereby creating new knowledge on paddy cultivation. Ancient Malay farmers were sensitive to natural phenomena, observing and taking note of the effects of certain repeated phenomena. From this, they developed methods of segmenting the cycle of rice cultivation (farmer’s almanac) and invaluable tips on paddy planting from traditional knowledge. They held steadfast to these practices in the hope of obtaining abundant yield on their crops. This essay shows the extent to which rice farmers still observe traditional knowledge in planting paddy. Nevertheless, modernisation and technological advancement has gradually eroded such practices while those that contravene the Islamic faith have been gradually phased out.
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    INTRODUCTION


    Rice is the staple food of the people of Malaysia and large sections of the world’s population. Owing to its importance for daily needs, myths, legends and stories abound about the origins of rice. Legend has it that rice was derived from the valley of the Ganges in India. Others claim that rice comes from the Yangtze River valley in China. Indonesians however beg to differ because their historical records show that the ancient Javanese people were already cultivating rice long before the Indians and Chinese who migrated to Indonesia. Javanese legend claims that the rice plant comes from a fairy princess, famed for her beauty, named Dewi Trisnawati. Similarly in Thailand, Japan and Malaysia, rice is considered to possess the “spirit of a woman”. Rice is believed to possess attractive, feminine features such as beauty, youth and fairness. In Sabah for example, the Kadazan Dusuns believe it is the spirit of a beautiful woman named Huminodun who had been sacrificed that has enabled farmers to yield abundant harvests even until today. This is why the Kaamatan or Harvest Festival is held every year to pay homage to the spirit of rice, for which Huminodun was sacrificed (Erdiehazzuan, 2007). In China by contrast, rice is associated with a time of famine and legend states that a dog with a grain of rice seed on its tail actually saved the people from starvation (Mohd. Kasri, 2008: 5).


    Meanwhile, Jason Londo, a PhD candidate in Biology from Washington University and his supervisor Barbara A. Schaal, managed to discover the origins of the two major rice varieties grown today in various countries around the world. Genetic experimentation to study the DNA chain of more than 300 varieties of rice which are either cultivated or grown wild found that Oryza sativa indica rice was originally grown in India, Myanmar and Thailand whereas the variety of rice known as Oryza sativa japonica originated from South China (http://rice.genomics.org.cn/rice/index2.jsp, accessed 28 August 2014).


    Based on the geographical location from which rice was first discovered, it is not unusual to find that rice cultivation in Malaysia is more concentrated in the northern region of peninsular Malaysia which is also the region closest to the countries from which rice is said to have originated. Furthermore, the discovery of traces of rice cultivation from around 6,000 years ago in a cave in Thailand suggests that rice had long existed in that country. Similarly, in China because there are many claims that rice has been cultivated by the people in the Yangtze River delta around 4,000 years BC. In Malaysia, rice is believed to have been planted since the early centuries AD in the Bujang Valley of Kedah. However, structured rice cultivation began in 1664, when rice was grown using the waters of Sungai Korok. Legislation on ownership of the land in 1667 called Undang-undang Dato’ Seri Paduka Tuan resulted in the expansion of the Kedah economy due to rice production (http://www.mykedah2.com/10heritage/108_1.html). This article attempts to study the pre-modern methods of rice cultivation practised by the community of rice farmers in the northern region of peninsular Malaysia notably Kedah and Perlis by analysing various myths and facts about the origin of rice, specifically in their farmers’ almanac and traditional wisdom.


    ALMANAC


    People nowadays have probably never heard of the term piama or “almanac”; however, this term was popular among previous generations of the farming community. The 4th edition of the Kamus Dewan (2004: 1203) defines piama as follows:


    
      piama II = musim ~ musim yang baik untuk memulakan penanaman padi, musim hujan; awal ~ permulaan musim hujan; sayup ~ akhir musim hujan; semasak buah ~ genap satu musim dalam setahun.


      [tr. piama ll = musim ~ a good season to begin planting paddy, the rainy season; awal ~ the beginning of the rainy season; sayup ~ the end of the rainy season; semasak buah ~ a full season in a year.]

    


    R. J. Wilkinson (2011: 157) also includes piama in his dictionary, explaining it as follows:


    
      The right season (For beginning rice-planting): the rains: Ch. Jcon. 59, and of. Piantan. Awal p: the first rains. Buah p; the fruit that ripens to indicate when rice-planting should commence, i.e. the poach fruit (Elateviospermum-tapos). Sayup p: close or <fading away> of the wet season: last rains, Sa-masak buah p: one solar or seasonal year; Raj Muda 40. cf. also peviang.

    


    To be precise, piama refers to the segmenting of the paddy planting season to determine the best period in which to begin planting paddy. The piama bendang takes place during the rainy season; this enables the parcels of land to be flooded and the farmers to till their land in preparation for the subsequent sowing of seeds. Ancient farmers did not have written knowledge of weather changes; however, they were keen observers of nature. As such, they formulated guidelines based on climate changes to determine the onset of piama bendang. Some of the natural signs they faithfully observed were when the climate became rainy and windy, when the soil became sticky, when people flew their kites, when the buah tampoi began to ripen, and the ships bearing the Bugis began arriving (Wilkinson, 2011: 157). These guidelines were formulated based on observation and in-depth recognition of changes in nature and human behaviour. In this way, they could schedule and match the months of the year with the observed changes in climate. For example, they have defined the seasons as follows:


    
      	February to April (dry season)


      	May (transitory season)


      	June to September (southern/Javanese season)


      	July (mini dry season)


      	August and September (rainy season or piama season)


      	October (transitory season)


      	November, December and January – northerly season, season of turbulence, closing of the estuary, season for mosquito nets, hornbill season.

    


    The connection between the months with piama bendang becomes clearer if we refer to the notes of Tuan Haji Wan Sulaiman bin Wan Sidik who was the Syeikhul Islam of Kedah (1918–1935) which were found stuck to the wall of the house of the Padang Pusing village head, Tuan Haji Muhammad Ariff (Ismail, 1986: 96). According to him the following twelve-month piama bendang for Kedah and areas under Kedah rule were noted in Arabic and Siamese script in ancient texts according to observations of their forefathers:



    Table 1: Piama bendang month


    
      
        	Piama bendang month (Arabic/Siamese)

        	Piama bendang month (Malay)

        	Equivalent in Roman calendar

        	Observations of nature/farmer’s reaction
      


      
        	Kaus

        	Sa

        	23 November to 22 December

        	Cassia tree begins to flower, marking the end of farmer’s almanac.
      


      
        	Jadyi

        	Dua

        	23 December to 21 January

        	The second month of farmer’s almanac. At the end of this month, the floods will subside and the fish will enter the paddy plot, while terrapins return upriver to spawn.
      


      
        	Delu

        	Tiga

        	22 January to 20 February

        	The third month of farmer’s almanac. At this time the macang tree will flower. The easterly wind begins to blow and the mid-growing rice can be planted.
      


      
        	Hut

        	Empat

        	21 February to 21 March

        	The fourth month of the farmer’s almanac. The durian tree begins to flower and the easterly wind gathers strength.
      


      
        	Hamal

        	Lima

        	22 March to 21 April

        	The fifth month of the farmer’s almanac. On the 15th of this month one cannot see one’s own shadow when standing in the sun at high noon.
      


      
        	Thaur

        	Enam

        	22 April to 22 May

        	The sixth month of the farmer’s almanac. Keranji petals will fall and farmers go down to the field to store water and fertilise the soil.
      


      
        	Jauza

        	Tujuh

        	23 May to 22 June

        	The seventh month of the farmer’s almanac. Nurseries are prepared and light paddy seeds are strewn (paddy that is harvested twice a year).
      


      
        	Saratan

        	Lapan

        	23 June to 23 July

        	The eight month of the farmer’s almanac. Stars can be seen at dawn. Seeds from the mid-growing rice or heavy paddy seeds can be sown.
      


      
        	Asad

        	Sembilan

        	24 July to 23 August

        	The ninth month of the farmer’s almanac. Planting of mid-growing and heavy paddy can begin.
      


      
        	Sumbulah

        	Sepuluh

        	24 August to 23 September

        	The tenth month of the farmer’s almanac. Once again, one cannot see one’s own shadow when standing in the sun at high noon.
      


      
        	Mizan

        	Sebelas

        	24 September to 23 October

        	The eleventh month of the farmer’s almanac. The burung balai will chirp as a sign that it is in the westerly quarter of the farmer’s almanac.
      


      
        	Akrab

        	Dua belas

        	24 October to 23 November

        	The twelth month of the farmer’s almanac. The burung ruak ruak calls frantically, marking the end of the farmer’s almanac.
      

    



    The matching of the months of the year with the seasons is a clear sign of the ancient farmers’ knowledge. Even without formal agricultural education, these farmers are guided by nature in planning their paddy farming activities. The diagram shows the connection between nature (prima) and the planting period (farmer’s almanac) as observed by ancient farming communities:


    [image: art]


    Season in the diagram indicates that there are two seasons in the year in northern peninsula Malaysia namely the rainy season and the dry season. The rainy season is the planting season in the farmer’s almanac whereas paddy is harvested during the dry season. The farmers will work their fields according to the farmer’s almanac, where the sun evolves in the north for six months and in the south for the remaining six months of the year (Kedah Paddy Museum, 2004). The farmers recognise that the almanac is about to begin when rains suddenly fall during the mid-day sun. They also recognise that this is the fourth month (April). At this time, the earth is parched due to the dry season from February to April. According to paddy farmer Hajah Zainah binti Daud, farmers also recognise the beginning of the almanac during the drought when chickens suddenly hop on to the fence, people sneezing continuously and reared fish or fish in the well begin to jump about. All these behaviour mark the changing of the seasons. The hot and dry weather becomes cold and wet. Haji Mat Nayan (1986: 39) confirms this observation:


    
      During the drought or in the absence of rain if a chicken suddenly jumps onto a fence, this indicates that the rains are approaching … If we sneeze a few times in a row this also marks the coming of rain. There are also people who note the coming of rain by observing the behaviour of fish. Fish supposedly have innate knowledge of rain (when it will fall and when it will stop), better than humans. As such, they believe that signs taken from the behaviour of fish never fails to predict the onset of rain. If the fish jumps about in a jar or in the well and so on it indicates that rain will soon fall.

    


    The ancient beliefs to predict the onset of rain after a period of drought can be observed to have some truth. Animals have a keen instinct that is sensitive to the slightest change in weather. This has been affirmed by the fact that tsunamis or other natural disasters were frequently prefaced by unusual incidents in the animal world. Sneezing continuously is also a physical reaction to weather changes. The 51 year old Suhaini bin Haji Hamid who has planted paddy since his teens confirms that once such signs have been noted, heavy rains would soon fall during the fifth month (May). These rains are called keranji petals (Ismail, 1986: 96), as they encourage the growth of fungus on rotting tree stumps. They also cause the wild trees to flower and marks the mating season for cows and buffalos while snakes emerge from their hiding places in search of water (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 38). From our own observation we would notice that fungus grows on rotting tree stumps or ant hills in the month of May while durian and rambutan trees will flower also during this month. At this time, the farmers will irrigate their fields and fertilise their fields to enrich the soil. In the sixth month (June) the farmers will prepare the nurseries. Some farmers begin to strew light paddy seeds during this time. At the end of June or early July, mid-growing or heavy seeds are sown in the nurseries.


    SELECTING SEEDS


    To ensure a bountiful crop, ancient farmers adopted a few traditional tips which were in the form of advice, signs or useful guidelines that were passed down from their forefathers to ensure success. Tradition refers to accepted practices encompassing customs, beliefs and so forth which were eventually adopted and became the accepted practices of the community. Hence, traditional tips were held in high esteem by previous generations who had taken these practices to heart, making them part and parcel of their cultural local wisdom. In seed selection, farmers of the old days believed that good crops would yield good seeds. Failure to select good seeds would result in poor crops. Farmers were not free to choose paddy seeds willy nilly, but had to adhere to certain tips based on the position of the Pleiades star cluster to ensure the seeds selected are compatible with the almanac. This shows that paddy seeds which were suitable to be sowed will vary according to the almanac.


    Based on a farmer’s tip first recorded by Haji Mat Nayan (1986: 44) and followed till today, if the star cluster is light or luminous at the top, but is dim at the tail, then that it is an appropriate time in the almanac to plant white paddy. This appearance of the star cluster indicates that rainfall will decrease and therefore the appropriate type of paddy to sow is light paddy so that the plants will not die during drought. If the appearance of the cluster is reversed, that is dim at the top but light and luminous at the tail then it is best to plant red paddy which is heavy as there will be prolonged heavy rainfall. If light paddy is planted, it is likely to be submerged and destroyed by prolonged flooding.


    Another tip for choosing suitable paddy varieties for planting is to take a bunch of red paddy seeds, then divide them equally into four parts. Or, divide the number of seeds from a bunch by four. If there is one grain remaining, its interpretation has some connection with the “soil”. Red paddy is not suitable for planting during this almanac as it is believed to be susceptible to attack by bugs or other natural disasters. However, if two grains remain, its interpretation is related to “water.” Red paddy which is “heavy” should be planted during this almanac as it is resistant to prolonged flooding and its stalk is tougher and not easily broken by the weight of water during flood. If three grains remain, it is interpreted to be related to “fire” indicating that if red paddy is planted, its clumps will be destroyed due to “red” disease or attack by brown plant hoppers. If no grains remain this indicates “wind,” whereby the type of paddy is suitable for planting as it will be safe from any disaster (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 44).


    In case of farmers who knew their rice was not compatible with the almanac yet still insist planting that particular variety, they were required to pray fervently to God and then to repeat the above tips. If the result was still unfavourable, then the farmers had to pray more fervently and to repeat the selection of paddy as described in the tips above. If the result was still unfavourable, the farmers need to repeat the action up to only three times. If the results are still unfavourable then it would be prudent for them to select another paddy variety to be planted.


    Once the seeds and type of paddy have been selected, the seeds will be immersed in a well or ditch so that they bud. During this soaking process, there are also tips that can be applied to predict whether the rice will yield a bountiful harvest or otherwise. According to the observation of the ancient farmers, if large bubbles appear when the sacks of paddy seeds are discharged into the ditch or wells, this indicates that the crop will fail or it will not be fruitful. Conversely, if bubbles appear fine and plentiful, this foretells a bountiful crop for that year. After three nights’ soaking, the seeds will be left for two days on land before sown in the nursery which has been made ready (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 44).


    SOWING THE SEEDS


    When sowing seeds, ancient farmers would make a raft nursery, which was a muddy seedbed sprinkled with seeds which had been soaked and covered with grass (Haji Abdul Kadir bin Haji Abdul Hamid). Sowing should not be done carelessly because this will have far reaching consequences. Thus, farmers would follow traditional tips in sowing seeds by calculating the appropriate time according to the Hijri month. Even-numbered days such as the second, fourth, sixth or eighth day of the month are the most auspicious dates for sowing. The goal is to ensure the paddy pods are not empty (no seeds), but rather pithy (full) in order to yield a bountiful harvest. Typically, farmers will start the process by reciting certain mantras so as to ensure a fruitful harvest. When sowing the seeds, farmers would stick to the traditional tips by positioning their bodies and gaze towards the “open skies” (any cloudless part of the sky). Plain flour will be sprinkled before the seeds are sown. In fact, before the seeds are released from the hand, the farmers have to close their eyes and imagine the nursery or sapling paddy plants growing lush and green. After visualising the desired result, the farmers continue sowing the paddy seeds.


    Closing the eyes is not only aimed at imagining a fertile rice field, but also to “blind” any disease or injury from viewing the seeds of new paddy that have been sown. Typically, farmers who adopt certain traditional methods would also plant charms at the site and recite incantations as a form of protection so that the seeds are protected from any diseases, pests and natural disasters.


    PLANTING THE PADDY


    While waiting for the seeds to grow farmers will begin ploughing their rice plots that have been flooded leaving the straw and grass to ferment in the stagnant water. This will add nutrients to the soil and is usually performed in the month of Asad (July 24 to August 23) (Ismail, 1986: 97).


    Then, after 35 days (for light rice) or 44 days (heavy rice) in the nursery, the seedlings will be pulled out and tied in clumps. Certain tips must be followed on the day of removing the seedlings from the nursery. If farmers want to remove the seedlings and plant them in the field, they should look to the “Bintang Celaka”. This is to protect the newly planted seedlings from disaster. To that end, the bunches of seedlings will be transferred to the paddy field and broken up into small parts before planting. The most appropriate box must be selected to begin the work of planting rice. According to traditional tips, the best area to begin planting is in the coolest areas which can be identified during the ploughing. The selected area must be marked off with wooden stakes to protect the rice plants from all dangers.


    Next, the rice bunches brought to the paddy field are broken up into smaller fragments before they are transplanted into the field using kuku kambing (tool to plant rice). Among the tips of the ancient farmers, the plant must be first planted in a direction opposite from the direction of the “open skies,” which was the direction of paddy sown in the nursery. Then, the rice should be planted in three rows of nine shrubs and left for three days before planting is resumed across the other plots owned by the farmer. If the tips are adhered to, it is believed that the rice will grow well in the rainy months of August and September, and then start ripening gradually by the end of October to November.


    While waiting for the paddy to ripen, a few tips need to be followed carefully in order to prevent the paddy from “sulking” (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 48). First, the paddy should be monitored and loved as if it were your own child. In the old days farmers believed that paddy plant could also feel pain and “hurt” like humans. If paddy is cared for and loved it will ripen abundantly to last up to the next almanac even though the land is only two or three relongs. Second, farmers also need to “wash” their paddy plants, as it was believed that washing the paddy would make it fertile and fruitful. The trick is to splash water on the clumps of paddy while singing a mantra like a lullaby for the sleeping paddy. This treatment will give peace to the paddy plants. Some farmers also choose to recite verses from the Quran to their rice plants. According to Hajah Wan Hatijah Wan Hashim, in the past her parents and grandparents would read the mantra for their rice plants to appease the spirits and this yielded bountiful harvests. However, time and developments in technology have enhanced religious awareness especially through access to religious talks and as a result such blasphemous practices have been abandoned. Religious teachers for example, urge their followers to recite prayers from the Prophet Muhammad to improve their livelihoods, instead of believing in superstitions. The prayer reads:


    
      Bismillahillazi la yadhurru ma’as mihi, syai’un fil ardhi, walaa fissama’i, wahuwassami’ul ‘alim. This means: There is no servant [of Allah] who offers prayers every morning and evening in the name of Allah who does not impart harm on earth and in heaven, and He is All Hearing and All Knowing.

    


    Third, farmers should call the rice by its favourite name of “Merung Masuk Nan Semulai.” If the rice leans over into a neighbouring plot owned by another, it should immediately be straightened or adjusted so that it lies in its owner’s plot. The farmer should also persuade “Merung Masuk Nan Semulai” to remain in his field. If left unchecked, the “rice spirit” may move to the neighbouring plot and make the neighbour prosper while its owner’s yield decreases. However, if another farmer’s rice droops or falls into one’s plot, then it should be left alone. The rice should in fact be welcomed to stay, as follows:


    
      “Merung Masuk Nan Semulai” it is better if you do not remain with so and so (your owner). He wants to beat you and give you away, to sell you to others. He is careless and does not take good care of you. You are better off here with me. I have prepared a lovely place for you.


      (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 49)

    


    If paddy plant has been well cared for as above within approximately 44 days from the date of planting, paddy can be harvested before the monsoon season begins in December.


    HARVESTING THE PADDY


    Harvesting would usually take place when the paddy starts turning reddish yellow. Before harvest there are a few more traditional tips that should be adhered to by the farmers. For instance, three days before the harvest, the farmers must come every day to visit their fields and ensure that no rice stalks reach into adjacent plots owned by others. Then, the rice should be alerted as follows:


    
      I, your father (or mother) would like to tell you that in two (or three) days (or tomorrow) I am coming to bring you home. Do not be surprised or shocked.


      (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 50)

    


    The paddy plant should be informed that harvesting work will be done so that the rice spirit is not shocked. Then, when the paddy stalks are to be cut, the earlier practice of facing the right as performed during the sowing and planting stages should be repeated once again. In addition, the farmer’s saliva (from the tip of the tongue) should be applied to the tip of the scythe while reciting the mantras or sacred verses of the Quran and blowing on to it so that rice stalks do not feel pain when cut. On the first day only three lots consisting of three handfuls of paddy stalks can be cut. The rice stalks that have been cut on the first day must be tied into bunches and lay out on a bed made from its straw.


    In the farmer’s almanac, paddy is usually harvested once or twice, even three times a year. For farmers who only grow heavy paddy the harvests are only once a year. There are farmers who grow heavy and light paddy in different plots therefore they could harvest paddy twice a year. Similarly, the farmers who grow only light paddy can harvest twice a year because such type ripens quickly. The process of sowing and planting the seeds up until the harvest takes between four to six months. Thus, light paddy cultivation begins in the first almanac beginning in late December with harvesting taking place in late February or early March. Light paddy cultivation for the second almanac will begin in late May and harvested at the end of July or August. Meanwhile, mid to heavy rice paddy will be sown in June and harvested in late October or November as its cultivation, growth and ripening takes a longer time, at least seven months. Some farmers choose to grow light and heavy paddy at the same time. In those cases, a number of plots will be allocated to light paddy while the remaining plots are for the heavy variety. These farmers would like to ensure that they produce rice throughout the year to sustain their livelihood.


    Immediately after the completion of the harvest the farmer’s almanac for the year comes to an end. Typically, prior to having a well-deserved rest after tirelessly working the rice fields, farmers would burn the rice straws and await the arrival of the monsoon or westerly wind which brings heavy rains. This was the time when the earth will mix with the ash and the remnant of straw will ferment, returning the nutrients into the soil and preparing the land for the next planting season. This was the process carried out repeatedly by farmers before modern farming techniques were introduced.


    OTHER TRADITIONAL TIPS ON PLANTING PADDY


    It is an old Malay saying that traditional tips come before any knowledge systems as such tips form the basis of knowledge. There were numerous tips observed by ancient farmers in carrying out the farmers’ almanac. Besides the tips described above, several other traditional tips will be discussed in this section.


    One such tip is after the soil had been tilled, fertilised and the seeds have been sown, farmers should prepare a feast of bananas and corn for the children of the village. These should be eaten in the paddy fields. This practice was believed to ensure that the paddy plants would be healthy and blossom with nutrients just as the children who had been fed with the bananas and corn. To prevent the young plants from being attacked by illness and pests, a ritual known as bersahut would be performed. Here a small amount of paddy would be strewn in a corner of the farmer’s field. The farmer would then address the diseases and pests as follows:


    
      This is for you, have it for this year – do not attack other plants. Do not disturb the other plants, next year I will give you some more.


      (Haji Ishak bin Haji Hanafiah)

    


    It is believed that many farmers still observe this ritual as they do not consider this as an act of appeasing the spirits; on the contrary, their intention is to donate food to the fauna whilst appealing to them to be considerate and not destroy their hard work by attacking their paddy plants.


    The rice growing community also believed in the paddy spirit. As described above, the spirit was believed to be in the form of a young fair maiden. As such, she must be humoured so that she is not slighted and starts to sulk as this will adversely affect the yield for that season. To appease the spirit, ancient farmers would select the best stalks and tie them together in a bunch. After three nights or three dusks, on a windless day, the farmers would call out to the spirit:


    
      Hey “Merung Masuk Nan Semulai”, this is your father (or mother) I am here to bring you home.


      (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 50)

    


    This would be performed repeatedly until the rice stalks show movement or wave around in the air; this is a sign that the spirit has arrived and is willing to be brought home. The bunch of stalks is then cut up, placed in a sack and kept in a bowl.


    A tray with a glass of water, face powder, and a comb and eye liner from Makkah was then placed beside the sack. These are left there for the spirit to make her pretty. Every evening at sunset the spirit is believed to creep into the rice bowl. Hajah Wan Hatijah binti Haji Wan Hashim says that every farmer possessed a rice bowl to symbolise his rice fields. If the spirit was pleased with the offerings in the rice bowl then the rice plants would be well protected and yield bountiful crops. The reverse could also occur. Legend has it that there was once a farmer who would creep to his rice bowl in the evenings and converse with the rice spirit. His wife grew suspicious of his behaviour and began to spy on him. A huge row ensued and this upset the spirit who left the rice bowl never to return. As a result, the harvests dwindled year by year and finally the farmer was ruined.


    Besides this, ancient communities believed that while the rice was ripening the farmers should sit in their fields with a piece of cloth on their shoulder. This cloth should be waved as though waving to someone. In this way they would beckon to the rice spirit. At the same time they should say:


    
      “Come close to me, enter into my plot.”


      (Hajah Zainah binti Daud)

    


    In the event that rats attacked the paddy plants, the ancient farmers believed that one should not curse at the pests for if that was done, the paddy plants would be eaten up by the rats in retaliation. To counter the attack, the farmers would speak nicely to the rats. They would address the rats as “Cik Siti” and standing on the edge of their fields, say to the rats:


    
      “Cik Siti, please keep this paddy for your descendants.”


      (Haji Ishak bin Haji Hanafiah)

    


    By speaking nicely to the pests, it was believed that they would leave the paddy alone. To counter other diseases and pests, the ancient farmers believed in these three superstitions, namely not to eat rice late, not to eat rice after sunset and not to fry rice at night. Orange peel and certain leaves were also believed to keep such diseases at bay. These ingredients would be cut up and strewn all over the rice field. The scent from these ingredients would keep the pests away. Another tip is to sow the paddy seeds during a “dark moon” as the dark would symbolically hide the rice from any diseases. The farmers would also walk around their paddy plots during a drizzle whilst singing praises to God and appealing to Him so protect the paddy from disease or pests.


    When cutting the paddy stalk (Figure 1), ancient farmers would adhere to the tip that if they could cut ten stalks in one breath, their yield would be ten-fold. While keeping the paddy in a basket certain mantras would be recited. An example of a Siamese mantra is:


    
      “Ma a ok mani mama,

      A ka cai mani mama”


      (Haji Mat Nayan, 1986: 51)

    


    These are some examples of traditional tips that form the basis of knowledge on planting paddy that used to be observed by ancient farmers according to their farmer’s almanac, specifically in Kedah and other states of the northern region of peninsular Malaysia.


    
      [image: art]


      Figure 1: Ripen rice pods.


      Source: Author’s collection.

    


    CONCLUSION


    From the study of rice growing knowledge in Kedah, it was discovered that farmers held very similar views on the farmers’ almanac and tips on planting paddy. They had a rather sophisticated manner of determining the farmer’s almanac as they consulted the Islamic and western calendars; they observed both the Arabic and Siamese system of naming months. According to the Gregorian system, the fields were worked from May to July and the rice must be harvested during the easterly winds, around November and December. Based on the Islamic calendar and the Arabic and Siamese calendar system, as noted in Intisari Kebudayaan Melayu Kedah, the farmers’ almanac were based on these dates although they are still in line with the Gregorian calendar. Even with modern farming techniques which allows rice to be grown twice or three times a year, there are a couple of traditional farming techniques which are still relevant; these are applied during specific months by present day farmers.


    Many traditional tips from the ancient farmers are no longer practised by farmers today due to the influence of science, technology and religious awareness. Farmers feel that some of the tips are blasphemous or no longer relevant in the modern world. Hence they are best forgotten.


    Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that there are several tips which are still in use until today. The practise of speaking to paddy plants is still observed as plants are living objects and as such are believed to possess spirits, even though the spirits are no longer thought to be a beautiful maiden. Similarly, farmers still talk to pests in their attempt to keep them away from their crop.


    There are in fact many more traditional tips and practices for planting paddy observed by ancient communities in the northern region of peninsula Malaysia. However, these practices and knowledge have become extinct with the death of their practitioners. Even if they could be recovered, most present day farmers are reluctant to even talk about them out of adherence to religious teachings and fear that they may lead to syirik or blasphemy.
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