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CHAPTER I

Introduction
I. The Geographical Background

Kedah, with an area of 5,870 square kilometers is one of the smaller states
situated in the north-west of the Malay Peninsular. It is basically very flat
country, ideal for wet rice cultivation. From the Perlis boundary right down to
Kedah Peak, an expanse of 64 kilometers by 19 kilometers, is one long stretch of
rice fields. It is only in the southern region of the state that there is higher land on
which tapioca and rubber are grown. The only mountainous region is in westcentral Kedah which is really a part of the Western Range of Malaya-a
mountain range which begins at Singgora (Songkhla) and ends on the western
border of Province Wellesley. From this range originates the two major river
systems of Kedah, the Sungei Muda and the Sungei Kedah, which flow
westwards into the Straits of Malacca. These rivers are, however, navigable only
to a limited extent. In his description of Kedah in 1791, Michael Topping
mentioned that the Sungei Kedah was navigable to vessels of 300 tons but only up
to Alor Star, seven miles upriver. A short distance beyond Alor Star, the ground
rises and the river becomes more rapid and is not fit for any kind of navigation
except for small prahus (boats). 1
The human geography of Kedah, like that of other Malay States before the
advent of the forces of modernization, was principally determined by its physical
geography. In this relationship between Man and Nature, the most important
factor was the river. This in tum largely explains the fact that the Kedah Malays
were primarily self-supporting rice farmers settling on riverine and coastal areas.
Consequently, it is also true that the siting of the largest political unit-the
negeri-was normally in the basin ofa large river or in a few cases, in the basin ofa
group of adjacent rivers, with the capital at the point where the riveJi enters the
sea 2 • Likewise, the daerah or district and the mukim or sub-district were also closely
related to the river system of the country3. In Kedah, the three coastal districts of
1M. Topping, Some Account of Kedah, ].I.A. VO\.4 (1850) P.43.
2J.N. Gullick, Indigenous Political Systems oj Western Malaya (London 1965) p.2 I.
31 t is relevant to note that in the boundary dispute between Kedah and Perak in the early decades of
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Kota Star, Kuala Muda and Van are all located in the basins of the three major
rivers. Kota Star is in the valley of the main river, Sungei Kedah; Kuala Muda is
in the valley ofSungei Muda; and Van is in the valley ofSungei Van. The other
districts, which are inland, are located either in the upper valleys of these main
rivers or in their tributary valleys. The districts ofBaling and Sik are in the upper
valleys of the Sungei Muda; Kubang Pasu and Padang Terap are in the two large
tributary valleys of the Sungei Kedah. Finally, the other two districts of Kulim
and Bandar Bahru are found in the northern basin of the Sungei Krian.
This characteristic settlement feature applies equally well to the kampong or
village, the smallest Malay political unit. Riverine locations have always been the
preferred locations where the Malays group together in kampongs either along
the river bank or close to it, and the size and frequency of these settlements
decrease as one goes upstream. J.R. Logan who visited Kedah in 1850 made a trip
up the Sungei Kedah, and made a record of all the kampongs he encountered on
the way. He mentions coming across 27 kampongs on the left bank, and 23 on the
right bank. In his brief descriptions of these settlements, he noticed that the first
village he saw, called Seberang Nyonya had 15 houses. As he went further up
river, he observed a settlement of6 houses near Gunung Keriang, I I miles from
the river mouth. By tht' time he reached the tributary ofKubang Rotan, he saw a
kampong "with a few houses only". 4
This characteristic of the settlement geography of Kedah persisted till the end
of the 19th century when new forces ofchange, such as the intrusion ofimmigrant
population, and the development of communications, brought about various
modifications in this traditional pattern. But in the more remote parts ofKedah,
this pattern has remained till today. The rise of river-centric Malay settlements is
the result of circumstances which can be readily explained. From the point of
view of the mayat or common people, rivers acted as the most convenient and in
most cases, the only means of transport. Also, they provide a constant and
unlimited supply of water both for domestic as well as agricultural use. Coupled
with the fact that river basins meant the existence of alluvial soil for the
cultivation of wet rice, one can easily understand the growth ofsuch settlements.
On the other hand, Malay rulers and administrators see in the river, both
economic and political advantages. Traditional Malay rulers depended very
heavily on their ability to impose taxes on imports and exports as this capacity was
the main basis of their political power. In this context, rivers offered the most
efficient means of collecting duty as the movement of goods depended on water
the 19th century, the Kedah authorities claimed the whole of the Krian basin, and not only its
northern portion as belonging to Kedah. In 1843, the Sultan of Kedah seized the Krian district
whereupon Perak prepared for war and demanded British aid under the terms of Low's Treaty of
1826. The British recognized the validity ofPerak's case, because on the basis ofEuropean concept
ofterritorial extent, they considered the river and not the whole valley as the boundary between the
two states.
4J.R. Logan, Notes at Pinang, Kedah etc. J.LA. vol.S (1851) pp 60-61.
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transport. Besides this paramount objective, rivers also provided an effective
control on the movement of people within a particular territory. In addition, the
concentration of population around and near rivers facilitated the work of the
territorial chiefs and village headmen. Finally, river-centric settlements
simplified the problem ofdefence in times of political instability, either as a result
ofinternal problems or external aggression. The end result of this feature was that
the settlement geography of Kedah in the 19th century was characterised by its
homogeneity. This predominantly riverine characteristic, together with the
cultivation of wet rice as the major economic activity of the population added up
to a stable geographical picture.
Data on the population of Kedah, even for the 19th century, are difficult to
come by. Under normal circumstances, the various territorial chiefs did have an
idea of the numbers ofinhabitants within their own jurisdiction. But there was no
attempt to coordinate such information, and it was only at the beginning of the
20th century that the Kedah authorities saw a need for some form of census.
Generally speaking, it is known that Kedah in the 19th century had a small
population, and vast areas of the country were uninhabited. Even the populated
areas were often undersettled. From some of the contemporary English writings,
we are able to get a rough idea of the total population of Kedah during the last
century. Anderson, quoting Captain Glass, the Commanding Officer of the
English troops in Penang, estimated that the population of Kedah in the 1790's
exceeded 40,000.5 Newbold tells us that Kedah before the Siamese invasion of
1821 was divided into 128 mukims each with at least 44 families. His estimate of
the population at this time was about 100,000. 6 Logan, writing about Kedah in
1850 regretted the fact "that this magnificient plain which is capable of
supporting a large population, and at no distant date numbered 100,000
inhabitants should remain in its present condition, more a great wild than a
cultivated land." 7 What also appears dearly from these accounts is the fact that
the population of Kedah was greatly reduced as a consequence of the Siamese
invasion. Writing in 1837, James Low, the administrator of Province Wellesley,
estimated that no less than 70,000 Malays had left Kedah to settle in the adjacent
British territories, leaving only 20,000 inhabitants in the state. 8. Some idea of the
population decrease in Kedah can be inferred from an observation of the figures
in the growth of the Malay population in Province Wellesley between 181 2 and
1860. This is because it is known that many of the Kedah Malays who fled from
their homes between 1821 and 1840 congregated in Province Wellesley. Thus, it

OJ. Anderson, Political and Commercial Considerations Relative to the Malay Peni~sula and the
British Settlements in the Straits of Malacca. ].M.B.R.A.S. vol.33 Pq. (1962 ) P.51.
'T.]. Newbold, Political and Statistical Account oj the British Settlements in the Straits. oj Malacca. VO/.2
(Lcndon 1839) P-3.
7Logan, op.cit. J.LA. vol.5 (1851) P.56.
8J. Low, Origin and Progress of the British Colonies in the Straits of Malacca. ].l.A. vol. 4(1850)
P·3 66 .
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was in all probability. this movt"mt"nt of pt"oplt" that acrountt"d for tht" Malay
population of Province Wellesley to increase from 5,399 in 1820 to 4 1,702 in
18 33. 9
Growth of the Malay Population of Province Wellesley, 1812-60
1812
1820
182 7
1833
1844
185 1
1860

3,350
5,399
17, 805
4 1 ,7 02
44,27 1
53,010
5 2 ,83 6

After the Sultan of Kedah was restored to his throne in 1842, Kedah Malays
began to return to their state, although the actual numbers are not known. But
from the above table, it will be seen that between 1833 and 1844 there was only an
increase of 2,569 persons. Since it is reasonable to assume that natural increase
alone, over a base population of 4 1,702 persons over a period of 12 years should
have been greater, this can only be accounted for by the fact that many of the
Province Malays had returned to Kedah. However, not all the Malays who
left Kedah returned after 1842 because "a large population of the Malays who
have obtained lands in Province Wellesley or emigrated elsewhere to more distant
places and those who had grown to manhood since the Siamese invasion preferred
to remain in their adopted homes."lo
With regards to the distribution of population in Kedah, the centres of
settlement in the 19th century were the valleys of the Sungei Kedah, Sungei
Muda and Sungei Merbok. Apart from these, there were Malay settlements in the
valley of Sungei Van and in the northern basin of Sungei Krian. To a much
smaller extent, settlements were also found in the interior of the state, such as the
area which lay between the Muda valley in the north and the Krian valley in the
south. But this was the least inhabited area of Kedah because it lacked a well
defined river basin, and hence, there was little alluvial lowlands for rice
cultivation which would attract the traditional Malay settlers. This situation was
also true of the inland districts of Baling, Bandar Bahru and Kulim. We can get
some idea of the population pattern of Kedah in the 19th century by looking at
the population figures, by districts, for 191 I, as it is fairly safe to assume that the
191 I picture was to a large extent, the continuation of the situation in the previous
century. 11
9Z aharah bt. Mahmud, Change in a Malay Sultanate: 'L1 Historical Geography of Kedah before 1939, M.A.
Thesis (University of Malaya 1966) PP 14-15.
IOLogan, op.cit. J.LA. vO.5 P.58.
l1Zaharah, op.cit. p. 150.
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Population of Kedah by District,
Kota Star
Kuala Muda
Kubang Pasu
Kulim
Van
Bandar Bahru
Pulau Langkawi
Padang Terap
Baling

5
1911

99,640
33,33 1
23,394
19,937
14,061
9,5 0 7
8,746
7,7 21
2,55 2

Total

In the context of later discussion, particularly with regards to the political
structure and control of the state, the population composition ofKedah proved to
be ofgreat significance. Of particular note was the fact that the population of the
state in the 19th century, and indeed even in the 20th was, to a very high degree
homogeneous. The first yearly report of the administration of Kedah stated that
the total population of the country was 2 19,000, out of which 195,41 I ~ere
Malays. 12 The non-Malay minority population was not only small in number,
but that they intergrated very well with the local Malays. The most notable of
these groups were the ]awi Pekan or Orang Peranakan. These people were the
outcome of inter-marriage between Indian Muslims, who had settled in Kedah,
and the local Malays. Although small in number they were, nonetheless, very
influential because they were a very successful commercial community. It is
interesting to note that the ]awi Pekan did not suffer from social prejudice; in fact
they formed a rather privileged class as the local aristocracy found it
advantageous to treat them as social equals. 13 Another minority group was the
Sam Sam. 14 They were principally agriculturalists and were found in the upper
valleys of Kubang Pasu, Padang Terap, Baling and Sik. The Sam Sam
population of Kedah was greatly reduced in 1842 when in the restoration of the
ex-Sultan, Siam withdrew the state's northern provinces from the restored
kingdom.
The fact that these people were agriculturalists living in the outer fringes of
population centres meant also that they did not conflict with the majority of the
12Year!y Report on the Administration oj the Stale oj Kedah, Sept. 1905-Aug. 1906 P.5.
13Z aharah, op.cit p.28.
14The origin and meaning of the term Sam-Sam is not very clear. It could be a corruption of the
Hokkien word "tcham-tcham" meaning mixture, or it could be derived from the Malay word
"sarna-sarna" which means together. To the people themselves, the term is defined as Sam Sam
Siam (Siamese Sam Sam) or Sam Sam Melayu (Malay Sam Sam) or Sam Sam Masok Islam (Sam Sam
who embraced Islam). Hence, there were Sam Sam who were Buddhists, and others who were
Muslims. In any case, they are a product ofthe mixture ofMalays and Siamese, or Malays, Chinese
and Siamese.
See, C. ArcharnibauIt, A Preliminary Investigation of the Sam Sam of Kedah and Perlis,
].M.B.R.A.S. Vol.30 pt.I (1957).
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population. Finally, coming into Kedah as immigrants in the late 19th century
were various groups ofIndonesians. The west coast states of Malaya as a whole,
during this period, experienced an influx of Indonesian immigrants from
Minangkabau, Jambi, Palembang, Java, Bawoan, Banjermasin and Celebes. In
the case ofKedah, Province Wellesley and northern Perak, one Indonesian group
featured prominantly-the Achenese. The most significant period of Achenese
migration was between 1860 and 1900, a period which coincided with the years of
Dutch military campaigns in Acheh. As far as Kedah was concerned, the
Indonesian population was very small indeed. The census figures for 191 I showed
that there were only 1,790 Indonesians in the state. 11'.
The significant fact which arises out of these three minority groups in Kedah is
that they did not upset the traditional pattern of population composition. Unlike
the Chinese and Indian immigrants, they did not differ greatly from the local
inhabitants; neither did they upset the local populace because their settlement
and occupational habits were similar. It is true that during the initial period of
their immigration, the Achenese exhibited tendencies towards developing along
different lines mainly because of certain geographical and historical
circumstances. Firstly, the Achenese settled in several coastal areas in the districts
of Van and Kuala Muda, and hence they were separated by stretches of
secondary jungle from the centres of Malay population. Furthermore, in the
earlier stages of their settlement, the Achenese were also separated from the
indigenous population by differences in economic activity. These immigrants
were basically pepper planters. On the other hand, the Malays, who were selfcontained and self-sufficient in their padi economy, saw no reason to have contact
with the Achenese. This gap, however, slowly broke down once communications
improved, and once pepper cultivation proved inadequate and unsuitable in
Kedah. Perhaps, the most important single factor which very quickly breached
the gap between the local Malays and these minority groups, was religion. Being
Muslims, inter-marriage between the Muslim Sam Sam, Indonesians and local
Malays was easy. The ready acceptance of Indian Muslims also reflected the
importance of religion in breaking down racial barriers. Finally, the first
generation of mixed marriages normally regarded themselves as Malays, and in
practically all cases, were accepted as such.
Very different in nature and consequence was the immigration ofChinese, and
to a lesser degree of Indian Tamils into the state. Because of differences in racial
and religious backgrounds, and because these immigrants were engaged in
completely different economic activities, they formed a very distinct and separate
group within the population. The Chinese in particular, as will be discussed
15The breakdown ofthis total shows that there were 908 Achenese, 716 Javanese, 117 Banjerese, 33
Boyanese and 16 Bugis. It is pertinent to note that these figures may well have been inaccurate. For
one thing the problems ofcensus taking in a country like Kedah in 191 1 where communications were
difficult could at best have been only estimates. As for the Indonesian population, the figures
probably represented only those people who admitted that they were Indonesians.

INTRODUCTION

7

subsequently, was the one element that gave the state quite a great deal of trouble.
There are no figures of the Chinese population in Kedah in the 19th century, but
it is known that Chinese immigration into the state began after 1850. In the
1850's, "it is believed that about 2,500 to 3,000 Chinese land(ed) annually at
Penang and spread from there to Province Wellesley and the Siamese Malay
territories" .16 Some Chinese had of course been in Kedah well before this time.
Captain Light for instance reported that a few days after his arrival in Penang,
some Chinese led by the Kapitan China came from Kedah with a present of
fishing nets. Around this period, there also existed a small settlement of Chinese
on the coast ofKedah at a place called Batu Karam where they were engaged in
sugar planting. I? But the greatest single factor which brought Chinese
immigrants into Malaya was of course the existence of tin deposits. This was
equally true of Kedah where the presence of tin in Kulim, Kuala Muda and
Krian led to concentrations of Chinese settling in these areas. By the late 1860'S
they must have been fairly substantial in numbers to be able to go to Penang and
participate in the riots of 1867.18 The Kedah Malay records of the 1880'S make
frequent references to the Chinese problem, and particularly those in the district
of Kulim where the Malay authorities estimated the number of Chinese to be
around 6,000. The administrative report of 1905-06 referred to "considerable
Chinese elements in the mining districts" but it was not until the census of 191 1
that a more definite idea ofthe number ofChinese in Kedah was known -33, 746.
As can be expected, the pattern of distribution of the total Chinese population
corresponded with tin mining activities as the following tables show.

Population of Kedah by Selected CoDlDlunities in Selected Districts,

I9I I 19

Kota Star

K. Muda

Kulim

B. Bahru

K. Pasu

Yan

9 1,561
8,744
999

21,642
9,134
1,779

8,7 16
8,7 61
1,981

5,63 0
3,174
611

25,106
840
423

14,061
744
53

Malaysians
Chinese
Indians

Distribution of Chinese Mining Coolies in Kedah,

I9I I

20

P. Terap

Kota Star

K. Muda

Kulim

Baling

K. Pasu

Krian

Yan

0

0

64 2

65 2

17 1

37

4 17

0

16R.N. Jackson, Immigrant Labour in the Development oj Malaya, 1786-1920 (Kuala Lumpur 1961)
P-43·
"v. Purcell, The Chinese in Malaya (Oxford 1948) pp 39, 51.
18C.D. Cowan, Nineteenth Century Malaya (London 1961) P.33.
19Z aharah, op.cit. PP.155, 158.
2°Kedah Annual Report, Jan-Dec. 1911.
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The final immigrant group which provided a contrast with thf' local
population were the Indians. These immigrants were very different from the early
Indians of Kedah for while the latter were traders and mainly Muslims, the
former came as a labouring force and were Tamil Hindus. Consequently, the new
immigrants formed a distinctive feature in the human geography of Kedah. In
191 I, it was estimated that the number ofIndians were 6,074. This was, however,
a rather late phenomenon as Indian immigration into the state was closely related
with the establishment of British administration, and hence they had little impact
on the traditional period.
The significant fact to note out of this discussion on the population ofKedah, is
that the state, throughout the 19th century remained very largely a rural one with
a population which was to a very great extent homogeneous. The increase of
population from the 1860'S as a result of immigration did little to alter the local
demographic feature. This was primarily due to the fact that unlike other west
coast Malay states, the immigration of non-indigenous communities into Kedah
was shorter in duration and less intensified in numbers. Thus, even in 191 I
although the population composition now included Chinese, Indians and
Indonesians, Kedah still preserved the characteristics of the traditional period,
and it was this feature which contributed significantly to the development of a
stable political state after 1842.
Population of Kedah by CoIDJDDDity. 191121
Malaysians
Chinese
Indians
Siamese
Indonesians
Others

195,41 I
33,746
6,074
5,749
2,386
2,620

Total

245,986

II. Historical Background

Of all the states in Malaya, Kedah is the most ancient. Here, the discovery of
ample archaeological evidence proves that Kedah has had a continuous
settlement since the 4th century A.D. 22 It was Kedah's favourable geographical
21Zaharah, op.cit. p.1 13.
22The most detailed accounts of archaeolo~caldiscoveries in Kedah are discussed by Dr. and Mrs.
Quartich Wales in the journal of the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society. H.G.
Quaritch Wales, Archaeological Researches on Ancient Indian Colonization in Malaya
J.M.B.R.A.S. vol. 18 Pt. I (1939) pp 1-85 Dorothy C. and H.G. Quaritch Wales, Further work on
Indian Sites in Malaya].M.B.R.A.S. vOl.20 Pt.1 (1941) pp I - I I. See also,j. Low, An Account of
Several Inscriptions Found in Province Wellesley, MiscellaTU!ous Papers Relating to Indo-China vol. I
(1st Series 1886) pp 223-6.
A. Lamb. The Temple on the River of Cut Stone, Malaya in History vol. 4 (1958) P.25.

