Lake Chini

A Lost Settlement in Pahang

by

K. E. SOUTHWOOD

In an article written in 1947 (1)
Dr. W. Linehan referred to a visit he
had made to Tasek Chini (correctly
pronounced Cheni) in 1925. He wrote
of the importance of Cheni in local
legends and of the possibility that it
was once the Capital of Pahang and
went on to speak of a spot in the
jungle south of the lake called Belukar
Bata (Coppice of Bricks) where he
had noticed a mound covered with
giant grass which had appeared
definitely artificial.

Along with other papers this one
inspired Mr. Stuart Wavell and
Mr. Tony Beamish to make a trip into
Tasek Cheni to search for this and
another spot where Linehan had
described the river-bed as full of
potsherds. The trip unfortunately
failed to find either but in a chapter
of his book describing it Wavell
mentioned a number of squares which
he had seen on air photographs,
apparently later, and as a surveyor
this excited my interest.

Since then I have made a number
of investigations, which are by no
means complete, and it may be of

interest to record some of them
(significant or merely interesting).
Firstly, of the legends of which

Linehan spoke I have been able to
obtain some accounts, unfortunately
not verbatim, from Mr. Potter of the
Pahang Prospecting Company. They
were obtained from aborigines living
on the shores of the lake, notably
Musa bin Malim and Apek. The
first concerns the formation of Tasek
Cheni, which is today an irregular lake
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of over a square mile, allegedly 18
feet deep in parts but over a great
deal of it covered with rasau, a spiky
and untidy looking plant, a type ot
water-grass, and, here and there,
delightful deep-pink lotus flowers. It
is surrounded by jungly hills and
overlooked by Gunong Cheni (2101
feet). In the lake are two islands,
Pulau Balai and Pulau Berhala
(Islands of the Court and Idol).

The legend relates that centuries
ago the lake was a cultivated area
inhabited by Siamese aborigines who
worshipped golden idols and that the
name Cheni meant “gibbon”. The
villages were built upon small hills,
that closest to the mouth of Sungei
Cheni being called Bukit Balai and
being for the reception of incoming
Siamese at the end of their journey.
Close to this village was a small hill
called Bukit Bangau and to the
southwest another, larger in area
named Bukit Berhala Besar, because
it was the largest place of worship of
their god whose name was “Henek”,
a word now having no meaning.
There is a hill, Bukit Ketaya, next to
the lake and from here they obtained
gold.

These people had a “haven”, “fresh
water streams which flowed in all
directions”, flowing eventually into
Sungei Cheni, where they controlled
the water by means of dams. After
hundreds of years of prosperity the
annual floods of the Pahang river
swelled and finally smashed the dams,
flowed in reverse up the Cheni into
the ladang, washed villages away and
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