? A Singapore Government Agency Website

N aews pap = rS G NEWSPAPER CATALOGUE PUBLICATION DATES SEARCH TERM VISUALISER SAVED CITATIONS Q

Home Newspaper Catalogue The Straits Times 1933 July 29 Page 19 A JOURNAL IN THE FEDERAL CAPITAL

A JOURNAL IN THE FEDERAL CAPITAL

The Straits Times, 29 July 1933, Page 19

Share = & § W &

<« Previous Article  Next Article =
A JOURNAL IN THE FEDERAL CAPITAL.

“The Moving Finger Writes”—A Memorable
Conversation—Towkay Goh Ah Gnee—
And A New Councillor—The B
Symbolic Dover Sole—In between two..
Defence Of The Malay.

{(By Our Kuala Lumpur Correspondent.)
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25 June 1939 - By The Sunday Times Correspondent
IMR. Lai Tet Loke should sit down [Tl one day and
begin a book of reminiscences of his life in Malaya. He

HE perception of history as a prec-
cess is uncannily clear and persisi-
ent in Kuala Lumpur at the present
time. Past, present and future cast a
spell over the mind, so that we see.
cause and effect together and know
that the one is unalterable and the
other inevitable. The events of the
past appear in their relationship to the
problems of the present and the un-
certainties ot the future. Change and
movement are in the air and the con-
fidence and optimism which inspired
our predecessors in the Malay States
have vanished. It is as though this
country hitherto has been navigating
a landlocked sea and only now is feel-
ing the swell of the ocean,
I have never felt this so strongly as
1 did last week, in a conversation that
ranged over eighty years of Chinese
history in Malaya. In this hour’'s talk
with Mr. Lal Tet Loke, the new Chin-
ese member of the Federal Counell,
cbout his career and that of his
father-in-law, Towkay Goh Ah Gnee, 1
realised as never before the cleavage
which divides the Malaya of yesterday
and today. The Great Slump has writ-
ten a dividing line in indelible ink
across our history, and the economic
era in which these two Chinese citl- |
gzens of Selangor found their oppor-|.

7 October 1933 - Malaya Versus Bali Artists In
Kampongs A Coolie Sports Meeting Wage' Slaves At
Play A Petaling Street Tour The Eighth Moon, (By Our
Koala Lravor CoTT—pondtwt- &gt; SINCE
romanticising about rural life in Malaya in last week's
article | have been reading Mr. H..

7 January 1933 - (By Our Kuala Lumpur
Correspondent.) Daydreams In An Office The
Hinterland In Retrospect An Exile In Singapore
Memories Of The Countryside Notes On A Journey
Malaya Yesterday And Today. npilK banging of
typewriters, the noise of machinery, the hammering of
workmen on a neighbouring...
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tunities and received their rewards
has passed away.

Singapore In 1850.

FEW people who have come to tnis
country since the War have ever
heard of Towkay Goh Ah Gnee, and
many others have forgotten him siac2
his death some twenty years ago, but
he was typical of the Chinese plonecrs
of the Malay States and deserves to be
ranked very close to Yap Ah Loy and
Loke Yew, of Selangor, and the fum-
ous Capitans China of early Perak.
His career in this country began
thirty years after the Union Jack was
first hoisted at Singapore. He landed
in that settlement in 1850 from China
and lived in Queen Street, near the
Brothers’ School, and Jne of the
strongest impressions he received at
that time was of the proximity of the
jungle, as contrasted with the trim

12 September 1931 - Yarns Of The East Coast Railway
A Haunted Bungalow Conjuring With A Corpse The
Ttmrist In Kelantan A Wonderful Plain And A Quaint
Capital—The FM_S. Railways Past History And Present
Problems, (By Our Kuala Lnmpnr Correspondent.)
Kuala Lumpur.,...

1 April 1934 - THE WANDERER By ously before we
let our sons depart from England. The LS.D. Viewpoint.
I should explain that Mr. Sidney Is here discussing the
question of what sort of an education a boy should be
given in England to fit him for wor'c in Malaya. It...




sSuburbs oI later years.

As a business man and contractor
Goh Ah Gnee made money, and he
also had trading connection. with the
independent States of the Peninsula,
as most merchants in the Straits
Settlements had in those days. Later,
when British administration began in
Selangor in the late seventies, Goh Ah
Gnee decided to seek his fortune in
the newly opened territory and he was
one of the first Chinese to settle in
Kuala Lumpur after the British Resi-
dency was moved to this town from
Klang in 1880. The railway was not
then in existence, and Goh Ah Gnee
always remembered how he had to
travel by boat to the limit of naviga-
tion at Damansara and then walk by
a hilly jungle track to Kuala Lumpur.

From the first Goh Ah Gnee put his
faith in tin-mining. His first ventures
were at Rawang and Serendah, where
he struck very rich ground. There
were no roads in Selangor at that
time, and when Goh Ah Gnee first
went to Rawang he made the journey
of eighteen miles on foot—an interest-
ing contrast with the London divectors
of modern Malayan miring companies,
most of whom have mnever esecen the
mines in which their dividends are be-
ing earned! The Broga district, on
the boundary between Negrl Sembilan
and Selangor, next attracted Goh Ah
Gnee, and he was again successful in
opening up a highly profitable mine.

As evidence of the difficulties which
confronted pioneers like Goh Ah Gnee
it is worth recalling that when Mr.
Lai Tet Loke was managing his father-
in-law's interests they prospected the
ground now being mined by the Sun-
gel Way and Petaling companies near
Kuala Lumpur, and gave it up owing
to the terribly malarious nature of the
district. Since that time the two com-
panies mentioned have earned very
large dividends and rank today among
the most profitable tin-dredging enter-
prises in Malaya—but this success was
not achieved before the pioneer rub-
ber estate of Sungeli Way had paid a
heavy toll to malaria in human life
-and sickness.

Finding The Mines.

people have stopped to consider
how the early Chinese miners, who
were working in the Malay Peninsula
for centuries before British adminis-
tration began, found their mines. The
answer is that they did so largely by
guesswork, being guided by the gen-
eral lie of the land, or by the direction
of the tin-bearing “karang” as Indi-
cated by existing mines strung out
over the countryside. Goh Ah Gnee,
however, was the first Chinese to make
prospecting a matter of certainty by‘
using the boring tool. He was a greai
traveller and had seen much more of
the world than most Chinese of his
day. He had visited fifteen ont of the
eighteen provinees of China and also
the Philippines, Indo-China, Siam, t‘nc“
Putch East Indies and India. In Lhe‘
course of his travels he had seen the|:
poring tool used on the island of
Banka, and he promptly introduced it|!
into Selangor. b
In other directions he showed his|!
sriginality. Even when his busim-s.s!“
nterests lay in Singapore he had Scti'
n example by constructing the ﬁrsll‘
team rice-mill ever used In that eity, !
nd when he became a tin-miner he|
ontinued to follow an _ independent|'
ath. For example he was the first)!
*hinese miner who dared to flout lhei]
that no man{1
a mine when carrying an|!
or wearing shoes. or that noi"
sregne-nt  wWoman must comie near a)
nine. Goh Ah Gnee was a Catholic|
onvert, and an ardent one at that, |

3 March 1934 - A GROUP of low buildings set among
coconut palms, some distance off the main road that is

as much as most people have ever seen of the old leper

settlement at Kuala Lumpur, and as much as they are
ever likely to see. It..

17 September 1833 - Mainly ABOUT MALAYANS
Diary Of "THE WANDERER" HOW much longer are
military titles going to be used by civilians in Malaya?
Half the Britishers over the age of thirty-five in the
country today were lieutenants or captains or majors in
Groat War and yet are content with plain "Mr." before...
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'| vation in Malayan mining which began|'
' ployment of labour. Until Goh Ah

“| mining coolies on his payroll at one

at beliefs which had troubled his com- ||
patriots from time immemorial. One/;
only wishes that he had been equally !
successful with the superstition which |,
prevents the Chinese coolie from using |'
grease in his wheelbarrow, thus tor-
turing the ears of other users of the
roads.

Another and more important inno-

with Goh Ah Gnee was the direct em-

Gnee started operations Chinese min-
ing in the Malay States had always
been conducted on the traditional
share-out basis, and he was the first
man *o employ labour and boldly take
thie entire risk on his own shoulders.

“The Three-Legged Cat.”

T should also be recorded that Goh
Ah Gnee smelted his own tin, in-
stead of sending the ore to the big
smelters at Singapore and Penang, as
is done nowadays. There was nothing
new in that, of course, since all miners
did their own smelting in the early
days, but even in this matter Goh Ah
Gnee was not content to stay in a
rut.

The clay-lined furnace used at that
time to melt the tin and separate it
from sand and other impurities was
known as “the three-legged cat,” and
the necessary draught was created by
a bellows composed of a hollow tree-
trunk containing a piston lined with
fowls’ feathers, which was forced up
and down by hand labour. Exactly
the same thing may be seen in Chin-
es¢ blacksmiths' shops to this day.
Goh Ah Gnee scorned this primitive
device, however, and he was not long
in improving upon it by substituting
a blast fan driven by a steam engine.
In later years his son-in-law, Mr. Lai
Tet Loke, showed a similar impatience
with inefliciency when he invented the
first effective mechanical method of
separating out tin-ore from heavy
clay.

As a planter Goh Ah Gnee also de-
serves a place in the annals of Selan-
gor. He bought Braemar [Estate,
Kajang from Messrs. Toynbee and
Traill when it was still In coffee
and he opened up Semenyih Estate in
the same crop from virgin jungle.
Later he changed over to rubber, but
he was one of those who made the
mistake of planting the indigenous
Malayan rubber, known as rambong,
and he had to cut it out later in
favour of Hevea. Goh Ah Gnee's name
is especially associated
Bemenyih district of Selangor, where
he founded a large Chinese settlement
and made the first road from the
main highway to Broga.

Selangor In Later Years.

R. Lai Tet Loke, who came from

Sarawak as a boy to live in Goh
Ah Gnee's household and afterwards
acted as his manager for four years,
has also been a miner throughout his
life, sometimes independently and
sometimes as a sideline while employ-
ed in a Kuala Lumpur office. He has
not operated on such a large scale as
his father-in-law, (who had 15,000

time) nor under such strenuous con-
ditions. Whereas Goh Ah Gnee had to
walk on foot over difficult country to
select his first mines, and open up his
estates and mines in a ccuntry as wild
and untouched as the American
prairies of the same era, Mr. Lal Tet
Loke usually found roads of a sort
wherever he wanted to go, and he
found amenities of life which, how-
ever inadequate they may seem in the
Selangor of today, were yet a good

deal better than the conditions which




*I'his father-in-law cheerfully accepted
whenever he left the comforts of
Kuala Lumpur behind him and fared
forth into the country.

Even so the Selangor of Mr. Lai
r| Tet Loke’s youth has vanished as
)| completely as the seventeenth-century
s Malacca. Exaggerated as that state-
.| ment sounds, one has only to get Mr.
s/ Lal Tet Loke in reminiscent mood to
¢| recalise the complete transformation
that has come over this State in the
past forty years. ' He has travelled
over the road from Kajang to Serem-
;! ban in half a dozen ways unknown to
.| post-War residents of Malaya, He has
_..' made the journey on foot and by pony,
| eyele, Australian sulky (a light car-
. ' riage seating two people) and dogcart.
1| He remembers when victorias and
| other stately conveyances weie used

.|a good Deli pony.

) He has even travelled from Kuala
| Lumpur to Kajang by bullock-bus—
r|a long vehicle with seats on either
.| side, holding fifteen persons. The bus
|left Roger Street, Kuala Lumpur, in

;| the early morning, its departure being|;

;| announced by the sounding of an In-
. dian horn, and it arrived at Kajang
‘lar one p.m., having changed bullocks
lat the eighth mile. Mr. Lai Tet Loke
.| has travelled in an even stranger way
| than that, for he has made the jour-
|ney to Seremban at night in a ham-
. mock of sacking slung underneath the
|floor of a bullock-cart. Nowadays the
| same journey takes ninety minutes in
la ear and twenty in an aeroplane,

|
i A Social Gulf.

,|by Kuala Lumpur soclety and when |,
y| as much as $2,000 might be paid for|,

HEREAS Kuala Lumpur epicures
feed today on Dover soles brought

|from England to Malaya In cold
,[ storage, Mr. Lai Tet Loke remembers
the time when sea fish was unobtain-
able in Kajang, only thirty miles from
the coast, so backward were the means
of transport available. Today sea
fish is one of the principal items in
the diet of the upcountry Malay, at
‘lany rate in the more accessible dis-
tricts, and his own freshwater streams
yield him little food.

Social differences have also emerg-

more or less agreeable stranger—or,
if you like, us a larger cogwheel mov-
ing a smaller cogwheel in the official
machine.

One cannot talk to any Asiatic who
was employed in Government service
in these States thirty or forty years
ago without sensing the very wide dif-
ference between their attitude towards
the European officers under whom they
served and the attitude which prevails
in the subordinate service today. These
veterans remember their District Of-
cers and other superior officers with
an extraordinary vividness. To put
the matter at its simplest, it is clear
that in those days the European offi-
cer and his subordinate, while pre-
serving discipline and maintaining a
separate social life, came to know
each other in a way that is impossi-
ble today, when a District Officer is
lucky if he serves more than two years
in the same district and many impalp-
a:ll: but real barriers to understanding
exist.

Staging A “Come-back.”
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ed. When Mr. Lai Tet Loke was a|!
clerk in the Selangor Government ser- ||
vice in the nineties he used to play|!
billiards with the District Officer in |
the club at Kajang. Today the Dis-}
trict Officer drives into Kuala Lumpur|;
for a dance at the Lake Club, (when|
he Lappens tobe a European) and the |
clerk regards him impersonally as a|
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R. Lai Tet Loke has had his ups
and downs. He was mining at
Broga on his own account when a
simultaneous tin and coffee slump

money to tide over the slumps one
could be sure of making money in the
booms. And, taking it by and large,
one could expect prudence to be re-
warded with a substantial fortune

materials was insatiable. There might
be overproduction in one crop, as in
coffee, but instantly rubber came to
take its place. The idea of a world
50 Incompetently organised that it
would be glutted with wealth which
the existing economic system would be

incapable of distributing never enter-|'

ed the heads of our Selangor pioneers.

But today. .. . At the time at which
Mr. Lail Tet Loke and I sat talking in
a Kuala Lumpur hotel, discussing the
personal history of his father-in-law
and himself, the world economic con-
ference had failed, the disarmament
conference was dying of inanition,
and the richest and most powerful
nation on earth had been advised by
one of its economists “to go forward
like a sailing-ship into a fog.” Thus
as we looked back at the era of con-
fidence and prosperity in the Malay

‘| States we knew that sixty assembled

nations had proved their inability to

‘| tackle the root causes of the slump,
.|that the hope of a world saved from

war was as far away as it was in the
days of Alexander, and that utter

‘|blindness and ignorance were being

confessed openly by the economic “ex-

‘| perts” of our civilisation.

The Malay Civilisation.

Is it any wonder that in this chactic

world the peasant civilisation of
the Malay race should seem more
precious than ever, and that Mr.
Egmont Hake, speaking in the Federal
Council, should have made one of the
few speeches concerned with non-
material values that are recorded in
the dry and dusty proceedings of that
body.

“The constitution of these States,”
said Mr. Egmont Hake, “as an end in
itself is to my mind a matter of minor
importance. What interests me more

deeply is that the policy of permitting
the States to conduet thelr own paro-

chial affairs will prove the most likely
means of preserving the Malay civili-
satien, with all its simplicities and
loyalties and traditions—a eivilisation
that has always appealed to those who
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and is likely to make a stronger and
wider appeal in these latter days when
western civilisation 1is seen to be a
menace even to itself. I belleve
Malaya has as much to learn from the
Malay civilisation as we trustees have
to give of our own, and if we bring to
them the best thing we have—our
science in the alleviation of sickness—
and leave them their own traditions
and mode of life instead of the false
values of western materialism, Malaya.
and indeed the world, will be the bet-
ter for it.”

A memorable tribute to the Malay
peasant from a product of European
culture and the most powerful and
disinterested mind to be found among
the unofficial advisers of the Malayan
governments today! And the policy
advocated is economically sound.
France, with fifty per cent. of her
people on the land, is the most stable
nation in the world today. In Malaya
the only parts of the country where
the peasantry had enough to eat last
year were Kedah, Kelantan, parts of
Perak and the Malacca territory, where
the Malays live on their own rice-
flelds. Not everyone agrees with Mr.
Egmont Hake that the Malay civilisa-
tion is anything to boast of, or to be
envied by those who do not belong to
it, but others are in no doubt as to who
i= better off —the Malay peasant gon-
templating a glorious expanse of eme-
rald crops on a breezy morning in the
Malacca countryside, or the Indian
estate labourer living in the glorified
horse-boxes which we call “lines” or
the clerk hammering rebelliously away
at a typewriter in a Kuala Lumpur
office.

Van Wijk Memories.

same note of envy of a leisurely,
peaceful, contented civilisation
that we heard in Mr. Egmont Hake's
speech is sounded in a recent book by
Sir Philip Gibbs. “ In French cafes on
the terrasses and in German beer-
gardens,” he writes, “ the ordinary folk
sit out of doors, drinking light beer,
listening to the tinkle of an orchestra,
talking, watching life go by, pleasantly
enjoying themselves for the hundredth
part of the sum spent in a London
cinema in a darkness thick with cigar-
ette smoke.” Only in one place in
Malaya have I seen people enjoying
themselves in this way, and that was
at a Dutch hotel in Singapore, now—
alas !—given over to the dreary celi-
bacy and religiosity of a convent.

On a night of full moon in a kam-
pong, do you know, you who despise the
Malay civilisation—what the country-
folk do? They sit on the ladders of
their houses, watching the moonlight
reflected on the polished foliage of

tain misgivings at seeing Malay
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|solemn reality to the population of

/|red to his depths by a royal ceremony
/in Westminster Abbey, what must ro-
.| yalty mean to a Malay! Here is a pas- |
.| menfeld, not an Englishman but a Ca-{

| George: “I pass over the ord-r of the|
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political pensions and can find nothing
better to do than to amuse themselves.
There unquestionably is an anachron-
istic side to a Malay court in modern
Malaya, and the only hope les in
training the younger men for active
administrative work or, if they cannot
do that, in helping them to follow the
dignified example of the Royal Fam-
ily of England in performing the con-
stitutional and social duties that fall
to their lot.

Modern Feudalism.

those who regard the feudal as-

pect of the modern Malay States
as a sort of unreal facade, a thing of
gilt and cardboard behind which the
British administration operates, the
answer can be made that the Malays
are still the most numerous race in
this country and Iincomparably the
most numerous of the settled elements
of the population. They are, more-
over, an intensely conservative race,
somewhat altered in externals per-
haps but in psychology, manner of life
and social organisation very much the
same as they were before the white
man appeared in their country. Ac-
cordingly the symbolism of royalty and
aristocracy means much to them and
the enthronement ceremonial per-
formed at Pekan recently was not ir-
relevant to the life of Pahang but a
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one hundred thousand Malays that
owes fealty to Sultan Aktu Bakar.
1f a modern Englishman can be stir-

sage from a description by Mr. Blu-
nadian, of the coronatior of King

ritual . . . how they vested the
King with cloth of gold until he shim-
mered from head to foot, how they|
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placed in his hands the various in-'
signia of sovereignty—the orb, the *_

as large as a ban-
tam’s egg; how the Lord Great Cham-
berlain touched his heels with the
golden spurs and the four Garter
Knights held over his head the golden
canopy, while the Archbishop anointed
him from the ancient spoon held by
the Dean; how symbolism followed
symbolism until came the supreme mo-
ment of the Coronation when the
Archbishop placed on the King's head
the great, glittering Crown of St. Ed-
ward, whereat the Westminster boys
again electrified the Abbey with a
great cry ‘Long Live King George,
Long Live King George."”

After reading that it ill befits any
Englishman to smile at the symbolism
of Malay royalty or at the soclal struc-
ture of which a modern Malay sultan
is the apex.

.| sceptres, one of them holding the great

The Modern Tangle.

UT most newspaper readers in this
country are neither Malays nor
peasants, and for good or ill they find
themselves involved inextricably in a
very different civilisation in which
they dare not stay up late on moon-
light nights for fear of being stupid
in the office next morning, in which
work and employment may be lost at
any moment through no fault of one's
own, and in which all sorts of disap-
pointments and deprivations have to
be faced. In this anxious and compe-
titive civilisation peace is unobtainable
except by mystical means.
The prosperity of a new and boom-
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was the real basis of.the “content-
ment” and “goodwilll of which our
governors have been pleased to speak
—has gone for ever. The rich alluvial
ground which tempted Goh Ah Gnee
and his fellow-miners has all been
worked over, and now the European
dredge is earning precarious profits in
abandoned Chinese workings. The il-
limitable forests of rubber trees now
in existence in the Malay Peninsula
and elsewhere are capable of supply-
ing the most extreme demand which
a successful Technocracy could envis-
age, and for the past five years have
been steadily turning out more rubber
than the world has been using. In
our little Jlocal scene we see
unmistakable evidence of economic
deterioration The Malayan govern-
menis can no longer afford to give
secondary English education at
nominal cost, while married clerks in
Government offices are to be put on a
salary scale which allows them forty-
four dollars a month after ten years'
service.

The political outlook is not quite as
cloudless as it used to be. Kuala
Lumpur is suffering from growing
pains, and the Malayan Civil Service
does not know what to do about it.

‘| The pro-Malay policy, which has the|.
lleffect of turning Chinese and Indian
clerks out of employment and putting |
Malays in their places (a process that|:
is occurring at this moment in Kuala|'
.| Lumpur) is causing bitterness. Econo-

mically the country has passed out of
the development phase, so that a man
of enterprise and energy will find it
difficult to come upon suitable oppor-
tunities. Only the big capitalist will be

.|able to start new ventures in future,
{and a member of the clerical class is
.| likely to stay in that class all his days

-—as he does in England.
What Lies Ahead?

SPIRIT of qualified optimism has
lately crept into these weekly scrib-
blings of mine, and beyond doubt we
are likely to see social progress In
certain directions, but there are
grounds for apprehension as well. The
world economic conference has been a
dismal and disgusting failure. What is

'| the relevance of that failure to the

economic life of Selangor? We have
yet to see, but if it means a relapse
into extreme economic nationalism
throughout the world we may yet find
ourselves in Queer Street. Likewlsa
we may expect some curious and un-
welcome issues from the parish pump,
such as the payment by a local-born
Ch’nese boy of nine dollars a month
for his education at the Victoria In-

| stitution while his Malay comrade sit-

ting at the next desk pays nothing at
all. Room for trouble there, don's

‘| you think?

And so we go on In this strange post=
war Malaya of ours, a long, long way

‘| from old Goh Ah Gnee plodding along
‘1a jungle path to find a tin mine at

Rawang. We feel that we have cross-

‘led the dividing line into a new era,

but we know nothing of what lies
ahead. In all that comprises civilisa-
tion we are dependent on forces out-
side our control, and it looks very much
as though we shall have to mark time
for some years to come. Libraries,

|| art galleries, musical societies, swim-

ming pools, playing grounds and many
other appurtenances of a balanced life
are lacking In the Kuala Lumpur of
our time, and at the moment we :cee
little prospect of finding the money to
pay for them.

But we can always take comfort in

the insatiable love of life which pos-

—

-




)| sesses the average human being. Las#
.| Saturday afternoon I saw a happy
| gathering of girls taking part in a
sports meeting. They were not ad-
.{vanced as the English schoolgirl clad
|in navy-blue tuni¢c and armed with a
.| hockey stick, but they were thirty years
r|ahead of the shy, stiff and self-con-
.| scious creatures formerly found in

||girls’ schools in this country. The

+|same night I went to see a native
@ .| vaudeville company and rejoiced in an
i atmosphere as free and boisterous as
that of any London music-hall on a
SBaturday night. So people will con-
| tinue to enjoy life whatever happens.
Whenever I become unusually depress-
ed I think of the most cdevoted
gardener of my acquaintance, a Tamil
coolie who lavishes care and patlence
upon a border of crocuses around a
block of official lavatories. After all,
slump or no slump, change or stagna=
tion, progress or regress, there are
always gardens and other timelesa
satisfactions.

_—
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