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AN IMMIGRANT TO MALAYA

Wiping the sweat off his forehead, Yan Kuen Shen
paused a while from his digging. The hole was not big
enough, but he was making progress . He looked up to see
.his friend, Ching, shovel the sand away from the hole.
"We will soon be done," said Yan, and fell back to
digging.
"Let me take over the digging," offered Ching. Yan
nodded his head. Quietly he announced, "I will go in and
get the body." Tears rolled down his sunken cheeks, and
he turned his head quickly away so his friend could not
see him cry. Stifling a sob, he put his sleeves to his face to
dry it.
She had died suddenly but quickly, on this of all days the first day of the Chinese New Year. At first he refused
to believe . it. "You can't die now, not now, mother. It's
Chinese New Year. Where can I find an undertaker for at
least fifteen days?" he sobbed, choking between tears. And
then when the tears were spent, he reflected that perhaps
it was all for the best. They were too poor to afford an
undertaker. And what good would it have been had she
lived through the New Year celebrations? She was too old ,
too feeble , and paralyzed, to enjoy any festivities.
It had been a few years since his father had died. Ah,
father, how he remembered the old man, so distinguished,
so respected. The villagers had come to his father often
with petitions for he was the only one who could settle
disputes between the villagers. But that was a long time
ago .. .

2

Uncle Yankee

And it was before civil war had broken out between their
clan, the Hakkas, and the neighboring Cantonese village,
the See Yap village. It seemed so long ago, that war that
had left them poverty stricken.
There was a time when he remembered peace. His village
known as Toi San Sin Nen was famous, being near the sea,
for its sea food - the crabs, prawns, and fishes. And how
tasty the food was! The vegetables were cooked quickly
and in a sprinkling of oil, so that their natural goodness
and freshness were retained". These people, the Hakkas, had
centuries earlier fled from the north from the Tartar and
Mongol invasions. Because of that they had earned the
reputation for being an adventurous and wandering people.
Hakka meaning guests or sojourners.
But greed had destroyed that peace. Both the Hakka and
Cantonese villagers indulged in kidnapping young girls
from each other's village to sell as slaves in Malaya . The
left ear of each victim was cut to indicate her fate. This
lucrative business, however, resulted in killing and looting,
and in an all-out war. The Yans lost most of their wealth
from this war, and soon after, old man Yan , broken in
spirit, died, leaving behind a wife who was herself becoming
old and decrepit. Paralysis had begun to take control of her.
Yan Kuen Sheri's elder brother, hearing of opportunities
to get rich in Malaya, decided to leave for Malaya to recoup a fortune for the family. The younger Yan, much as
he wanted to go, felt compelled to stay back to look after
his ailing mother. He dressed her, fed her, and did everything he could to make her last days happy and comfortable. From doing so, he earned himself a reputation for
being a filial, dutiful son in the village.
Meanwhile, in the short time he had been away, the
elder Yan distinguished himself as a very hardworking
miner, and unusually honest. As luck would have it, he
met a wealthy miner who was looking for a capable miner
to manage a flooded mine in Perak. In drying up the mine,
Van discovered a tin lode. The towkay (boss) was enor-
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mously pleased, and immediately made Van the kepala
(head) of his mine, much to the jealousy of the other miners.
And so when Van, the younger, filial brother, decided
that dull morning in China after burying his mother, to join
his elder brother in Malaya, he was assured of a job. But he
did not know that it was not going to be easy, what with a
lot of jealous miners to contend with .
He was then twenty-six years old .

•••
It was busy and noisy at the wharf. Yet the men who
waited to board the boats were no part of the noise. They
remained glum, spat every now and then in sheer boredom.
Their faces were blank, and non-inviting. Van, guarding
his one huge piece of luggage carefully, knelt by the quay
so he could be among the first to board, He too was in no
conversational mood .
There were at least fifty men waiting in the area the boatman had designated for those bound for Malaya. Van
supposed they were mostly recruits of tin-mining syndicates.
They looked as if they could do with more food, so thin and
haggard were they. But in the minds of these men ran visions
of wealth, of the opportunity to gamble labor for wealth in
the rich, far-off land of Malaya, For a share of the profits,
they would help unearth the soil for tin, concentrated and
plentiful in the plains, washed down by rivers from the
mountains that ran like a backbone in the center of the
country. If their luck was bad, and the syndicate they
worked for owned land that did not yield abundant tin, still
it did not matter because in the meantime, they would have
been fed, clothed and housed. No, the men knew they had
nothing to lose. Yet their faces betrayed their expectancy.
Perhaps they were tired, perhaps they had waited too long .
Then suddenly a man appeared from within the hull of
the boat, and shouted, "Malaya! Malaya!" The men lunged
forward as if dashing for their lives. In no time the boat was
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full. For another full hour, the boat bobbed up and down at
its stationary spot. Inside the boat, the men waited impatiently, and regained their glum countenances. A few
were already asleep, anticipating a tedious journey. When
the boat finally pulled away from the harbor, a man rushed
to the side of the boat, and threw up . The other men looked
away, as if uninterested, but they too were beginning to feel
sick .
After what seemed to be an eternity, dusk descended, and
the evening was cool. The men leaned back , closed their
eyes, and yielded themselves to a dream world which was a
lot pleasanter than the reality of their trip. Except for the
chugging of the engine, the night was quiet. Van fell into a
reverie. He pondered over his future . What was it go ing to be
like? He felt something dash across his foot. Startled, he
saw a rat run for sanctuary in a hole under a seat opposite
him. And then sheer exhaustion overtook him, he fell into a
deep sleep.
He opened his eyes to the sun shining brightly on his face.
Momentarily he was blinded. Then as he rubbed his eyes,
the people around him took shape and he could see all
about him clearly.
Uneventful day followed uneventful day. Uneventful
except for an occasional death, and soon even that was
taken for granted. The first to die was one so emaciated
they all felt sure he was stricken with tuberculosis. The
night before he died they heard him groan, "Ai yah! Ai yah!"
Even under the brilliant sun, he shivered in his flimsy ,
tattered clothes. When the captain, an old man, skin coarse
but toughened by the elements, discovered the dead man,
he called out impatiently to the men, "Well, don't just
sit there. Help me throw him overboard." Reluctantly, two
or three men came forward to perform the unpleasant task .
One or two more died on the journey. As the men prayed
that fate would not bring them the same end, they came
upon a sight that brought glee to their hearts. It was the
coast of the land they had sailed hundreds of miles to see.
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This was Malaya, tfte land of milk and honey.

***

I' ~ .

.
I

Before the Chinese exploited the rich tin mines of Perak
and Selangor, tin was mined only on a small scale by the
Malays, who were primarily agriculturists. At the invitation
of local chiefs, the Chinese opened up many new mines,
importing cheap Chinese labor in the mid-nineteenth century. With no mining code to define and protect mining
property, encroachment of territory was common. Secret
societies flourished , and rivalry between the mines, based
on clan loyalties, was intense and fierce.
In those days, the British left the Chinese very much to
themselves. They governed them through a Kapitan China
(captain or headman) appointed by the Chinese. Later
when petty wars erupted between rival factions, the British
were forced to intervene, and this indirect rule gave way to
direct rule. When Yan started working at the mines, the
civil wars had already subsided. But the jealousies persisted.
No amount of description could have prepared him for
the sight he was to see in the tin mines. Such activity! Mines
existed side by side often employing different methods of
mining, with various degrees of sophistication in equipment.
Each worker went about his duty conscientiously. Yan was
employed as a clerk in charge of personnel. He was thus not
required to perform all the menial tasks, though Yan the
elder suggested that it would be a good idea if he got a feel
of the job by involving himself in the same activities as the
men . So Yan dug alongside the men, filling the rattan
baskets with tin dirt, and helped carry the baskets on a
shoulder pole to the sluice box.
Several men were working on concentrating the ore.
Three fed the box which was inclined at an angle, another
four stirred the mixture of soil and water running down the
box with their changkuls. The angle was adjusted each time
to allow for finer grains to be collected. Periodically, the
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water supply was cut off, and the men collected the ore
trapped in a riffle in the box.
The workers seldom spoke to Van or his brother. Both
assumed this to be because of the gap in their status. When
they tried to be friendly, the men were curt, so the brothers
stopped trying. Yet it couldn't have prepared Yan for the
shock when he overheard one evening of a plot to kill him
and his brother. The two, pretending to close the accounts
for the day, excused themselves to go to the washroom. and
promptly escaped through the jungles to Selangor.
There they sought refuge with the Kapitan China, a
wealthy man by the name of Yap Kuen Shin. Yap took an
immediate liking to Yan because they shared a common
name. They also found they came from the same village in
China. This Yap , the first kapitan of Kuala Lumpur, was so
wealthy he could afford having ten wives. When he died,
many years later, each of his sons inherited millions of
dollars.
Yap was impressed with the Yans. He offered them ajob,
and when they declined, he said, "I have some land, you can
look after that," which was to say they could have the land
for what it was worth. But the Yans could not accept charity,
and politely refused. Land was cheap then. So anxious was
the government to open up land, they sold it at four dollars
an acre. And though Yan would have liked land of his own,
he would not consider even a loan from Yap.
Patience will be rewarded, for the Singapore owner,
distressed by the fate of his kepala, and the mutiny of his
workers, made a settlement with the brothers. From his
share, Yan bought a small tin mine at Ampang. After paying
for the mining equipment, and installing the necessary
buildings, he had little money left. But he did not care. He
was now a tin mine towkay in his own right. Yan was not
an unduly ambitious person. If the mine could give him a
reasonable life, he would be happy.

•••

An Immigrant to Malaya

~-

7

The houses in Ampang village were remarkably alike.
They scattered according to no overall plan. Made of planks
crudely nailed together, with a zinc roof, they were little
better than furnaces in the daytime. But come evening, when
it was cooler, this inconvenience was overlooked.
The interior of the houses was even more drab than the
outside. There was no use for decorative pieces. A single
all-purpose table dominated the living room. Fine cutlery
was out of keeping for these practical houses . Utensils had
to be durable and cheap. Neither was there time for table
manners . But invariably, in each house , there was a family
altar, and a huge picture of a formidable-looking God was
. hung on the wall to remind the inhabitants to do good deeds
in this life. Alongside the incense burning in the squat copper
urn, were placed food offerings to the Gods . When the Gods
and ancestors had taken their share, the food could then be
consumed by the devotees .
I:
Since the Chinese usually congregated among them"':::,
selves, Van's immediate neighbors were all Chinese. They
were mostly miners. But "" in the center of the village,
someone had started a pig farm. Each morning at about
a half hour after four, the pigs were slaughtered, and
their squealings were soon accepted as the herald of the
morn.
The market was just down the street. Here the Health
Inspector reigned supreme. He was a portly Dutch Eurasian, and slapped stall owners when he found their premises dirty. Each owner, fearing his license would be withdrawn, apologized profusely each time he received a
slap, and bowed several times to appease the anger of the
man.
Each morning, before going to his mine, Van would stop
here for a bowl of congee, and overhear the gossip of the day.

..'

•••
If mining was hard work, then managing a mine was even
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more so. Labor, though easy to come by, and cheap, was
also easy to lose. When the workers discovered Yan's mine
did not yield as much tin as was expected, they offered their
services elsewhere. Often he had to work the mine alone,
but since it was his mine, he did as he pleased - which many
a time was not very much . Prompted by no great urge to
accumulate wealth, he was content with yields that ensured
but sufficient rice on the table.
Yan also lacked a certain business acumen, and when he
was taken advantage of, because of his good nature, he bore
no grudge, offered no threats, indeed saw no evil in his
friends . So debtors conveniently forgot to pay money owing
for tin collected, for services rendered, and usually took
everything on credit.
It was different for most other Chinese businessmen. A:;
most of them came to Malaya for the main, if not sole,
purpose of finding a fortune, they were obsessed with
money. Anyhow and anyway they could, they would try .
They gained a monopoly to establish gambling dens, opium
and liquor dens. The disparate sex ratio among the Chinese
prompted them to open up brothels. And until 1927 avowed
Chinese prostitutes were allowed to enter the country.
These centers for vice sprouted in the city of Kuala
Lumpur, which began as a collecting and distributing center
for tin, servicing mainly the nearby Ampang village. As the
city grew, shop houses appeared, built quickly to cash in on
a ready market. Kuala Lumpur developed into a bustling,
progressive metropolis. Ampang villagers came here to shop
and to "makan angin" (literally - eat air; figuratively seek entertainment).
For the lonely bachelor miners, and frustrated dirty, old
men there were the prostitute joints. A little more respectable were the tea houses, where the sing song girls were said
to be pretty and friendly, but the walls dull and ugly. Not
terribly attractive places, they nevertheless served their
function. Chairs and tables filled the room. Teacups and a
pot of tea were on each table. Under the table was a spit-

