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Foreword
by
Datuk Seri Datin Paduka Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali
Wife of Dr Mahathir Mohamad, Prime Minister of Malaysia

First of all I would like to congratulate the author, Datin Ragayah
Eusoff, on her laudable and ambitious attempt to document the history
of the Merican clan, in particular her husband’s immediate family
whom she knows well. With few exceptions biographical works are
usually not saleable as the Malaysian public has yet to develop a habit
for such reading. Financially unrewarding, this book must have been a
labour of love for her.

I can understand the writer’s difficulty in documenting a family
history that goes back to the 18th century as not many records are
available. There may be sceptics who question the usefulness and
validity of writing this book on a prominent Malay family whose
forefathers migrated from India. But because of the scarcity of books on
Malay famulies, I think this book will be a valuable addition to the
Malaysiana collection in libraries.

[ know the children of Dr Ali Osman Merican personally. | knew
Carleel, Ezanee and Mahmood while at the King Edward VII College
of Medicine — especially Ezanee who was my contemporary. Over the
years | have come to know more of Mahmood in his involvement with
the rehabilitation of the handicapped. | also am acquainted with Malek
and Sidique and their shy sister Lylone.

[ had the pleasure of meeting their mother, Che Pok Abdullah, a
woman worthy of admiration. She had to raise her children after the
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death of her husband at the end of the Japanese Occupation. Not
having the opportunity and benefir of an English education, she man-
aged to provide for her children in the best way she knew how. Her
forte was cooking and she became the caterer for the school canteen.

Her devotion and her faith in her children have not been un-
founded. Three sons, Carleel, Ezance and Mahmood, have become
successful docrors; another son, Malek, became a prominent economist
and banker and Sidique, an educationist and sportsman par excellence.

Their father, Dr Ali Merican, died early while they were all still
studying. With determination and self-reliance and a caring mother,
they overcame financial difficulties and postwar hardship. They
plied themselves diligently to education and distinguished themselves
in their studies as well as in extramural activities.

The story of the Merican family is a success story of surviving
against hardship duning their growing years in Kelantan, a state that
was not as economically and socially developed as the other states.
Theirs is a success story which | hope will serve as an inspiration to the
young generation of Malaysians to better their lives and to become
useful members of society.

Finally, [ extend my best wishes to the author and the Merican
family.




Preface

It was in the days of my youth that my love of books was kindled by my
late father, Dato’ Haji Mohamed Eusoff bin Dato’ Yusuff. He was a
member of the Ipoh Book Club and gave me books after he had read
them. I never thought then that one day I would fulfil my dream to be
a writer. It is my love for reading and a sense of history that made me
turn to writing.

In the 19505, after completing her Standard [X (equivalent to Form
V), a Malay girl would be matched and married off to a boy from a
similar social standing and would settle down to a quiet domestic life.
This idea did not appeal to me and | am indebted to my father for
allowing me to pursue a university education instead. To honour him
and repay my debt of gratitude, [ wrote his biography entitled The Lord
of Kinta which was launched in November 1994.

Admittedly, writing about the Merican clan — my husband’s family
— is not easy. If I am too complimentary [ may be accused of boasting
and if I am too frank I may tread on sensitivities and may hurt feelings.

Inutially, the idea of documenting the family history was not taken
seriously or encouraged. Among my husband’s siblings, only Sidique
was enthusiastic. While Carleel considered it a joke, Ezanee disliked
the idea. Malek demurred about being interviewed by me, preferring to
write his comments on my draft. My shy sister-in-law Lylone was
almost speechless.

My husband was tactful. He was not comfortable with the idea of
making their lives public. He advised me not “to blow our own trum-
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pets” and suggested [ write only about deceased Mericans — advice
which | believe to be toa restrictive.

But there is no stopping or deterring a writer's urge and beliefs. [
sincerely believe that a written record should be made of the Merican
family, whose forefather set sail through the stormy waters of the
Indian Ocean centuries ago to make a home in Malaya and was respon-
sible for subsequent generations of Mericans.

The wish to write this biography arose during one Bulan Ramadan
(fasting month) and was strengthened at the first clan gathering in
Penang in November 1991.

Apart from the immediate family members, including my husband's
siblings and first cousins, the rest of the Mericans I met were strangers.
The Mericans, whose forefather landed in Pcndn[., in 1770, have
branched out to various states in Malaysia and to Singapore. Some
have even migrated to Indonesia. It is not surprising then that without
regular contact, the younger generations will not know their relatives
in the clan.

Fortunately, the Mericans differ from the Malays in retaining their
surname, a practice which is no different from the Chinese in Malaysia.
Without this, it would be very difficult to trace and compile genealogy
charts of the large clan.

Mixing with the Mericans over the years, | have found them to be
interesting and achievement-oriented. There are prominent Mericans
in the field of sports and almost all professions, ranging from doctors,
bankers, accountants, architects and engineers to personalities in the
mass media and entertainment world.

My sentiments in recording family history are best described in the
following quotation by George Santaya

“We must welcome the future, remembering that soon it will
be the past, and we must respect the past, remembering that
it was once all that was humanly possible.”




The Author

Datin Ragayah was born in Kuala Lumpur, the third child of Dato’
Panglima Kinta Dato' Dr Hj Mohd Eusoff bin Yusuff and Puan Aminah
Abdullah. She grew up in Ipoh and had her early education at the Ipoh
Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus before proceeding to Sixth Form at St
Michael’s Institution. Ragayah graduated from the University of Ma-
laya in Singapore in Economics and Philosophy.

Soon after graduation in 1961, Ragayah was married to Dr Mahmood
Merican. Later, when her husband was posted to the General Hospital
in Kuala Lumpur, she started work in Bank Negara Malaysia as a
Library Assistant.

In 1962, they left for England. While her husband trained to be an
orthopaedic surgeon, Ragayah completed a course in librarianship at
the College of Commerce in Liverpool, now the Liverpool John Moore's
Unuversity.

Ragayah served in the bank for 30 years. In 1962, when she was
appointed Library Assistant, she became the first lady officer in the
bank. On her return from England in 1967, she became the bank’s
Librarian. From 1980 onward, she worked in the Secretary's Depart-
ment and then the Operational Planning Department before being
appointed Manager. During her long service in the bank, she devel-
oped the Library and set up the Archives and Money Museum. She also
helped to establish the National Automated Clearing House.

For her distinguished service in the nation's premier financial insti-
tution, she became the first lady officer in the bank to receive the
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AMN (Ahli Mangku Negara), a federal award conferred by the Agong
(King).

Ragayah has served on various committees, including the Library
Association of Malaysia (holding the post of President from 1979-
1980); the Sub-Committee to establish the Library of Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia; the Asian Ceramic Society, West Malaysian
Chapter; and the Society for the Rehabilitation of the Handicapped in
Selangor and the Federal Territory. From September 1995 to 1996, she
served as the Secretary of the Kuala Lumpur Speakers’ Club.

Ragayah’s hobbies and pastimes include ballroom dancing, golf,
cooking, gardening, collecting antique ceramics, furniture and jewel-
lery, rearing Japanese carps, and reading and writing. She is a keen
traveller.

At present, she is a freelance writer and has contributed articles to
the New Straits Times, the Southern Bank magazine Sojorrn and The
Star. Her topics of interest include parenthood, travelogue and com-
mentaries on current social and cultural practices.

Her first book, The Lord of Kinta, a biography of her late father,
Dato' Panglima Kinta, was launched by the Raja Muda of Perak,
DYTM Raja Nazrin Shah (representing his father, the Sultan of Perak),
on 24 November 1994. At the launch, Datin Ragayah presented an
endowment to the University of Malaya in memory of her late father.

The Merican Clan is her second book.
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SECTION ONE

The Past






Chapter 1

A Gathering of the Clan

More than 200 years after the first Merican landed in Penang, the
Merican clan converged on the island for a historic meet.

The significance of this event was captured in the newspapers. The
Star (November 1991) headlined its report: “Mericans from Three
Countries in Historic Meet”. Comprising Malaysians, Indonesians and
Singaporeans under the newly-established Merican Friendship Asso-
ciation, these Mericans of Arab-Indian stock were descended from
millionaire Kapitan Keling.

The New Straits Times (NST) (November 1991) reported the event
as “Merican Clan Retraces Their Roots”. It recorded that 250 Mericans
consisting of eight generations converged in Penang, the oldest mem-
ber from the fourth generation being 86-year-old Che Zainab Ismail.

The first day of the meet on 23 November started with the registra-
tion of members in the Merlin Hotel. After registration, the Mericans
attended a tea party which provided a further opportunity for them to
socialise. To mark the occasion, Hj Rahim Merican, a fifth-generation
Merican and retired headmaster from Kota Bharu, composed a poem
“Madah Perhimpunan Ikhwan Merican” as follows:

“Jika ada jarum yang patah, jangan letak di atas peti,
Jika ada silap dan salah, jangan simpan di dalam hati,
Perhimpunan Ikhwan Merican,

Perhimpunan bersejarah,
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Dan merata pelusuk rantau negara,
Dengan beranika rupa kenderaan,
Membawa muda, dewasa, miskin, kaya,
Bera . berjumpa, berkenal
Mengerat silaturahim.”

On the second day of the programme, the Mericans gathered to
perform prayers at the Kapitan Keling Mosque in Malabar Road. Then
the members of the clan visited the graves of Kapitan Keling and his
wives at Kampong Kolam. The Kapitan's three wives were Pathni
Ama, Che Aminah and Tengku Wan Chik Taiboo. The first wife was
known as the saintly one and she did not consummate her marriage.
The second wife, Che Aminah, gave birth to only one child, Udman
Nachar. The third wife, Tengku Wan Chik Taiboo, a Kedah princess,
gave birth to six children.

In the evening, a get-together dinner was held at Hotel Merlin. The
highlight of the evening festivities was the honouring of the 44 Mericans
who had reached 60 years of age or more. During dinner, a presentation
of tokens was made to those seniors. The scene is aptly described by Hj
Rahim Merican:

“Carleel, Mami Che Nab, Mami Che Kechik,
Mereka yang meningkat 60 wahun ke atas,
dirai dihormati dengan doa,

Sihat wal'afiat dipanjangkan wmur,
Dimurahkan rezeki penuh rahmat.
Menziarahi masjid, makam sejarah,
Datuk-nenek, moyang, saudara-mara.
Bukan lidi menelan naga,

Kata siang, menjumpa malam,

peredaran cakerawala di atas paksinya;
Pelari pecut cepat leth,

Yang perlahan lambat tba,

Kesederhanan, scbaik jalan.”
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On the third day, the organisers arranged for a group photograph to
be taken at Penang’s historic site, Fort Cornwallis. And the poem
continues:

“Berjumpa, berkenalan, berpisah
Mengenang manis peristiwa bersejarah,
Bermesra, menhubungi kembali, talian terputus,
Homnat-menghormad, firman Allah,
Beniman, Bersaudara, lupai segala sengketa,
Tanpa kebesaran, kekayaan, darjat,
Kesombongan, keangkuhan, yang dikutuk,
Ikhwan ke sejarahteraan,

Ke perpaduan tkhlas,

tidak boleh dipotong,

Tidak boleh dicantas,

Tidak boleh dipucus,

udak boleh ditukar-gana,

Di landasan lurus,

Ke jalan diredha,

Ya Allah berkatilah,

Perhimpunan Ikhwan Merican ...

Madah Perhimpunan.”

To give credit where it is due, Rahim had initiated the meeting of
the clan. Preparations for this event started a year before when an
organising committee was formed. A representative was appointed in
cach state to coordinate and encourage attendance at the get-together.

And so the Merican families from all over Malaysia and Singapore
gathered for the first time in Penang to commemorate the founding of
the Merican clan in Malaysia. More than a hundred Mericans and their
spouses attended the three-day celebration which provided a rare op-
portunity for all Mericans to get to know each other or to renew their
bond of friendship and family ties.

At the 1991 clan meeting, my husband’s eldest brother, Dato’ Dr
Carleel Merican, 70 years old and doyen of the clan, arrived at the
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dinner accompanied by kompang and bunga mawar and a ceremonial
umbrella held over his head. Known for his humour and jovial
nature, Carleel made a speech at the dinner. With tongue in check, he
told the garhering about the origin of the names “Keling” and “Merican”.
He talked of the early days of the 1700s when Indian slaves were
conscripted to work on the trading ships plying between India and the
Malay peninsula. As the slaves came down the gangway, the chains on
their ankles made a “Kling, Kling sound and the English started
calling these people "Keling” (which has since become a derogatory
term for the Indians.)

Carleel went on to relate his fictional version of the origin of the
family name “Merican”. As the boats arrived at the harbour, Indian
labourers started unloading the ships. As they came down the gangway,
their English masters would give them instructions where to go. With
a mixture of English and Malay, the English bosses would say mari”
and when the Indian labourers shook their heads, they would say “can”
(meaning that they could do the job). And so began the name “Mari-
can” ar “Merican”!

Non-Malays who are not familiar with the Merican family tend to
confuse them with the Maricans who are noted in the book trade
business. Actually, the Maricans are Muslim Indians whereas the
Mericans are now Malays who have intermarried and assimilated them-
sclves with the local Malay Muslim community.

The Merican clan, proud to show off the many talents of its mem-
bers, put up the evening’s entertainment. Famous television personali-
ties Faridah Merican and Ahmad Daud acted as compere and master of
ceremony for the evening. Many English and Malay songs were ren-
dered by members of the Merican clan, which included the young, the
not so young and the old. Even the band which provided the music for
the occasion was made up of Merican members.

To me the gathering was a fascinating study of the Merican clan and
the various shades of complexion from pitch black to very fair resulting
pes of the various races, Le. Indian, Malay, Chinese,

from intermar
Siamese and European.
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The Merican clan is rather similar to the nyonyas of Penang and
Malacca whose forefathers came to trade and then settled down in the
country. Unlike other Chinese immigrants, the nyonyas adopted the
Malay language, dress and customs. While the nyonyas developed a
unique language, integrating Chinese with Malay words, the Merican
clan married local Malays and integrated with the Malay community.
And while the nyonyas retained their original religion, Buddhism, the
Mericans were Muslims and adopted the Malay language and customs.
Fifty years ago there was discrimination by the Malays towards the
Mericans. But after Malayan Independence, the Federal Constitution
defined the Malay as one who embraces Islam, habitually speaks the
Malay language and adopts Malay customs. The Mericans are therefore
Malays according to the Constitution and are now accepted by the
Malay community.

The nyonya dress is an adapration of the Malay kebaya. The nyonyas
looked to China and were proud of their origins. The wealthier families
ordered their crockery from China and their fumniture were made by
Chinese craftsmen based on Chinese designs. Unlike the nyonyas, the
Merican clan preferred to assimilate totally with the Malay community,
adopting their dress — kebaya and batik sarung with selendang — and
speaking Malay. They do not retain any allegiance to India, and the
only obvious remnant of Indian ways is perhaps their mamak food
which is a blend of Indian and Malay cuisine.

The programme for the clan meeting also included a tour down
memory lane where the group was taken in buses to tour the familiar
haunts of Kapitan Keling in Penang. This took place after a picnic
lunch at Fort Corwallis.

My husband and [ opted to follow his older brothers Carleel and
Ezanee on a brief tour of their own family history. 1 was shown the
family house where Carleel was born and another house where he
stayed during his schooldays in Penang. [ was also shown the house
where Carleel's mother eloped with his father from her relatives’ house.
It is now occupied by MUI Bank and is not far from the branch
building of Bank Negara Malaysia.
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One significant event in the programme was the distribution of two
books, one by Rahim Merican and more importantly the book com-
piled by his younger brother, Hj Tamin Merican, consisting of geneal-
ogy charts and newspaper cuttings on the clan which took 20 years to
compile.

A milestone has been reached in completing the genealogy charts
on the Merican clan. However, 1 find it more interesting to listen to
personal events and episodes involving the family members, how they
lived in the times governed by the British and what events shaped the
course of their lives. This book is intended to add colour and interest
to some of the personalities listed in these charts.



Chapter 2

Early Penang — The First Generation

This chapter describes the conditions prevailing in Penang when the
carly generations of Mericans settled on the island.

Penang was the scene of the last series of migrations from India to
Malaya and the archipelago region. As the first port of disembarkation
for all Indian immigrants to the Straits Settlements and the Malay
peninsula, the island has the largest established community of South
Indian Muslims in Malaysia.

Spread of Islam

Abdul Halim Nasir, in his book Mosques of Peninsular Malaysia, wrote
that Islam came to the Malay peninsula in the carly 14th century. By
the 15th century, the growth of Islam was accentuated by the establish-
ment of the Malay Sultanate in Malacca. Islam was disseminated to all
areas under the Malacca Empire and Malacca became the most impor-
tant centre of Islamic growth.

The Coming of the British

As carly as the 15th century, Penang was ideal not only as a meeting
place for traders from Europe, the Middle East and India but as a port
of call for ships en route to China. The earliest reference to Penang
appeared in Chinese charts when the Chinese envoy Cheng Ho visited
Malacca in 1405. In later years, the island was used by ships engaged in
the spice trade to replenish their warter supply.

21
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In 1592, during the Elizabethan era, a Captain Lancaster watered
and rested on the island. He described Penang as being uninhabited
but having a good harbour. His ship was loaded with pepper which he
had plundered from some Portuguese vessels off Perak. Because of his
favourable report, the East India Company (EIC) was formed in 1600
to expand British trade in the Far East. As far back as 1602, the
Company had settlements in Sumatra and Java, as well as a firm
footing in India. The EIC wanted to compete with the Dutch who
controlled most of the trade in the region.

Penang only became a British settlement in 1786. The Company
had considered establishing it much carlier but Britam
with the American War of Independence and the outbreak of war with
France.

The Malays called the island Pulau Pinang after the tall and grace-
ful areca nut trees found on the island. After taking control of the
island from the Sultan of Kedah, the British renamed it Prince of Wales
Island in honour of their king, King George V.

The British deceived the Sultan of Kedah, for instead of providing
him protection against Siamese and Burmese aggression, they paid him
a mere $10,000. In exchange for this the British could use Penang as a

preoccupied

centre of international commerce as well as a port for repairs and
supplies of the King's and the Company's ships.

In 1805, Stamford Raffles came to Penang as an employee of the
EIC and served as Assistant Secretary to the government. Like Francis
Light (the first British Administrative Controller of Penang), he stud-
ied Malay and tried to learn the local customs. Although Raffles
contributed to the development of Penang, he is best remembered
today as the founder of Singapore.

In 1826, Penang became part of the Straits Settlements together
with Singapore and Malacca. By the early 19th century, Penang had
also developed its own plantations of nutmegs and cloves, thus making
Britain less dependent on supplies from the spice islands controlled by
the Dutch. In addition, Penang served as an outlet to outside markets
for crops in Kedah.
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It is interesting to note the architectural scene of 19th century
Penang. In 1837, Penang consisted of a large street intersected by
several smaller ones. The main buildings were a church, an Armenian
chapel, two Roman Catholic chapels, a court house, a jail, a public
school, a poor house, government offices, and the civil and military
hospitals. The town also had a few European and Chinese shops.

Most of Penang’s early settlers were Malays and Indian immigrants
who were then called Kelings. The Indians from Madras and the
Coromandel Coast were mainly traders, shopkeepers, cooks, boatmen
and common labourers. They contributed to the development of the
island. The Siamese invasion of Kedah in 1821 brought refugees from
Kedah and Perlis to Penang. These refugees played an important part
in the opening up of the rural districts of the island. They also helped
the development of Islam in Penang.

In the carly 18305, the island's population was approximately 40,000,
comprising 16,000 Malays, more than 11,000 Indians and Arabs and
over 9,000 Chinese. In contrast, Singapore was largely settled by Chi-
nese immigrants.

One of the most important reasons why early experiments to plant
various crops in Penang failed was because the European settlers did
not understand that agriculture in a tropical climate required special
techniques. Soon after the founding of Penang, Europeans began to
acquire large pieces of land which they cleared and planted with
pepper and other crops including nutmegs and cloves. Pepper was a
labour intensive crop and the Chinese were used to cultivate it. How-
ever, the closure of European markets in 1805, followed by a plague of
insects, resulted in most plantations closing by the mid-1830s. There
were also unsuccessful attempts at growing coffee, cotton, tobacco and
cinnamon for export.

Although early writers noted that Penang was a healthy place to
live, with a good climate and a plentiful supply of fruits, vegetables and
fish, the sedentary lifestyle and unsuitable clothing of the British
expatriates contributed to their high mortality rate as did malaria and
dysentery.
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The Chinese Influx

In order to develop Penang, the British Administrative Controller
Francis Light encouraged various races including Malays to settle in
Penang. Light especially encouraged the immigration of the Chinese.
Many of the early leaders of the Chinese community in Penang came
from Kedah where there was a thriving population. The first Kapitan
Cina appointed by Light was Koh Lay Huan, a wealthy merchant and
planter. After his death in 1826, his son continued to develop friendly
relations with European merchants and officials.

Kapitan Keling and Penang’s Development

Early accounts of business life in Penang as published by the Malaysian
International Chamber of Commerce and Industry focused on the role
of the Chinese immigrants. The book fails to do justice to the impor-
tant role of the Indian immigrants in the development of Penang,
though it gives a good background of economic and social life in
Penang. No mention is made that Governor George Leith appointed
Kapitan Keling as leader of the Indian Muslim community in 1802.

At this time, Kapitan Keling was a wealthy merchant and philan-
thropist. After successfully obtaining 18 acres of land from the Lt
Governor of Penang, he contributed funds to construct a mosque
which was named after him, A research document by Noor Ida bt Yang
Rashidi in the Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) Library entitled “The
Kapitan Keling Mosque: Its History, Establishment and Ownership
Struggle” notes that there are few mosques of architectural beauty apart
from the magnificent Kapitan Keling Mosque and the minaret of the
old mosque in Acheen Street. As Penang prospered many Muslims
settled in the areas between Pitt Street and Chulia Street and in 1801,
the Muslim community decided to build a larger mosque to replace the
artap mosque built by EIC native troops.

After Kapitan Kelings death, large portions of the land were expro-
priated to build public roads (including Camarvon Street), a police
station, a market, a vernacular school and private houses. By 1903,
only cight acres remained the property of the mosque. According to
Noor Ida bt Yang Rashidi, because of wrangling for several years, the
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mosque (and its large income of $2,800) was placed under the author-
ity of the Muslim and Hindu Endowments Board that year.

An account of Penang in the book Malaysia in Colour by ] David
Day notes that the first British trading post in Malaya was in Kedah.
No attempt was made to colonise Kedah even though it was a useful
trading partner for the British who had bases in Burma and India.

After successfully leasing Penang in 1786 from the Sultan of Kedah
for an annual payment and a false promise of military aid, the British
obtained another strip of land — Province Wellesley — in 1800. Raffles
was then allowed to establish a post in the Riau region so that the
British could have a base at the southern end of the Malacca Straits.
Raffles replaced the ruler in Johor who was under Dutch control with
a rival claimant to the Lhmnc. The new Sultan allowed the British to

blish th lves in Singapore. The new British territories were
then brought uu.uhc.r under the EIC and administered from Penang.

Although the British did not actively seck to extend their territory,
struggles between the sultans and Malay chiefs in Perak and Selangor
as well as Siamese aggression against the northern states changed their
minds. To protect British interests, Andrew Clarke, the new Governor
of the Straits Settlements, began to control the Malay states through
the P1n;.kux Treaty in 1874. To further develop British investment, he
enc igration of labourers from China and India, supplying
Chinese labourers to the mines and Indian labourers to the planta-
tons.

Commerce in Penang

The majority of the early Indian immigrants to Penang were involved
in trade between the ports of south India and the Malay-Indonesian
archipelago.

Francis Light recommended that Penang be used as a refuelling
centre for the British in order to expand trade with China, using
archipelago produce and opium to exchange for tea. Light expected the
transfer of the pepper and spice trade to Penang because of the island’s
potential in the production of spices. He managed to convince the EIC
to establish Penang as a centre two years after the fall of Riau.

25
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Unfortunately initial attempts to grow cloves, nutmeg and cinna-
mon failed although pepper was later grown successtully. Pepper, how-
ever, entered a oversupplied market and profits were minimal. Early
hopes for the island as a naval station also failed.

Nevertheless, initial development of trade was encouraging. But as
Penang was under the control of British India the revenue that flowed
in was insufficient to cover administration costs since there was no
dramatic increase in trade. Penang’s early free port status emphasised
its role as a distribution point for the hinterland and the archipelago.
The exports produced and imports consumed were very small com-
pared to the total volume passing through the trading houses on the
island. The main imports from Britain were piece goods and opium,
steel, gun powder, iron and chinaware. This trade was conducted by
European traders and Chinese middlemen. Rice, tin, spice, rattan, gold
dust, ivory, cbony and pepper were imported into Penang from north
Sumatra, southern Burma and the Malay peninsula in small boats of
which a large proportion were manned by South Indian Muslims.
Chinese goods such as sandalwood, bird's nests and shark’s fins were
imported into Penang.

The extension of British control to Burma in 1826 and the restora-
tion of the Sultan of Kedah by the Siamese in 1842 increased trade in
the north. The opening of tin mines in Perak and southern Thailand
and import of provisions greatly increased Penang’s trade with the
hinterland, particularly in the latter half of the 19th century.

During the early years of the 19th century, the Indian Muslim
population was larger in Penang than in Singapore. Chinese immigra-
tion overtook the Indian Muslim population only after the 1850s.
During the first half of the 19th century, Indian Muslim and Jawi
Peranakan trade was concentrated in the cloth trade of the Coromandel
Coast. Most of these traders were involved in trade with Acheh and to
a lesser extent with Burma. The most valuable Achenese product
imported by Penang was pepper which was widely re-exported, fol-
lowed by betel nut and rice.

Weritten records indicate that Kader Mydin Merican, the first Kapitan
Keling, was one of the largest textile traders until his death in 1838.




Early Penang — The First Generation

Two other important traders of the Marakayar caste from the
Coromandel Coast were Othman Nina and Nina Lebby. From Penang
shipping records, a large number of the small ships were captained by
the Mericans, members of the Marakayar group. Kadir Merican’s influ-
ence was surpassed by another of the Marakayar group by the name of
Mohamed Noordin Marakayar who started trading in 1820. Like most
South Indian Muslim traders, he was not involved in the China trade
which was under the control of the British and Chinese in Singapore
but instead concentrated on trade with India, Sumatra, Burma and
Singapore. His trade was the largest in volume and extent compared
with any Muslim trader in Penang.

The administration of trade provided employment to South Indian
Muslims and the Jawi Peranakan, most of whom were Mericans or
Noordins. The large wholesale trading companies belonging to Indian
Muslim-Jawi Peranakan traders such as Mohamed Noordin played an
important role in the total South Indian Muslim trade. The larger
companies supported the small retail shopkeepers who formed the
majority of the South Indian Muslim trading community.

The Penang Chamber of Commerce founded by British merchants
in the early 1800s consisted of five Europeans, one Eurasian, and equal
numbers of Chinese and Indian Muslim-Jawi Peranakan representa-

tives. The three Muslim representatives were Mol 1 Merican
Noordin, Syed Abbas and Bapoo Doorie. Towards the latter half of the
19th century, the chamber was dominated entirely by Europ re-

flecting the consolidation of trade with the larger European companies.
Thus began the general decline of the South Indian Muslim-Jawi
Peranakan trade in Penang.

During this period, Penang trade was dominated by the Chinese
and the control of trade and commerce was largely in Chinese hands.
The increased competition from Chinese traders led to the establish-
ment of the Muslim Chamber of Commerce as the European-domi-
nated Penang Chamber of Commerce did not provide sufficient pro-
tection for the Muslim traders. The office holders in the Muslim
Chamber of Commerce were mainly Jawi Peranakan and Indian Mus-
lims whose business was confined to Penang and the Straits Settle-
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ments although some had strong business connections with India.

South Indian Muslim-Jawi Peranakan commercial activity was not
restricted to trade. South Indian Muslims, particularly the Marakayars,
were considered to be general merchants, moneychangers and petty
shopkeepers. Some of these retail traders built extensive businesses
which ensured that their families enjoyed education and influence in
the community. The founder of one such family was Sultan Maidin,
who came as a boy from South India and established himself as a cloth
merchant in Chulia Street. He married a Jawi Peranakan. It is notewor-
thy that the business ties in and around Chulia Street were reinforced
by continuing intermarriages within the business community.

Another such businessman was Mohamed Yusoff Merican whose
father came from Nagore, India as a cloth merchant and subsequently
became a moneychanger. The founder’s wife was a Penang-born Jawi
Peranakan and their son Mohamed Yusoff was educated in Penang and
subsequently entered government service. His career in the Resident
Chancellor's office and in the Treasury was typical of those Jawi
Peranakan who, being English-educated members of the trading fami-
lies, entered government service or the professions.

In the late 19th century, increasing competition from European and
Chinese traders led to the steady decline of the Indian Muslim trading
community. Hence, while integration of the Mericans into the Malay
community took place, there followed a decline of their commercial
influence and fortunes.
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Chapter 3

Origin of the Indo-Malay Community

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the origin of the Indo-Malay
community. Although Indian Muslims started to settle in Penang in
the 18th century, Indian contact with the peninsula goes back to
ancient times.

The most important cultural influences in the region were first
Hindu and then Buddhist. In the third century, Kedah was an impor-
tant port in the trade route between India and China. From the 9th
century the Hindu kingdom of Srivijaya in Sumatra was the most
powerful in the region. By the 11th century, the Srivijaya Empire
extended control throughout most of the Malay peninsula until its fall
in the 13th century.

From the eighth century until the fall of the Srivijaya Empire,
Muslims concentrated more on trade than the spread of Islam. How-
ever, with the rise of the Malacca Empire in the 15th century, Islam
became the dominant force in the region. From the intermarriages of
the South Indian Muslims and the Malays, the Indo-Malay, or Jawi
Peranakan community, developed.

While North India was invaded by Persian and Turkish armies,
South India was visited by Arab traders from the seventh century.
Many Arab traders who came to the Malabar and Coromandel coasts
stayed on and married local women. Thus small Muslim communities
were established.

The Muslims of the Coromandel Coast (on the east coast of India),
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known as Chulians, were divided into several groups, namely the
Marakayar, Rawther, Labbai and Kayalar. The grouping was based on
occupations. The Marakayars were mainly maritime people such as
sailors or merchants. Labbai referred to the educated and religious
people while Rawthers were horsetraders or cavalrymen employed by
local rulers. The South Indian Muslim immigrants to Malaya were
mainly the Marakayar group.

The spread of Islam in the Malay archipelago was linked to the
trade routes. From the 14th to 16th century, when Gujarati traders
were important in the spread of Islam, traders from the Coromandel
concentrated on trade and settlement. During this period, the wealthy
and powerful Marakayar group maintained regular trade between the
Coromandel ports and Pasai, Acheh, Johor and Malacca in textiles,
tin, aromatic woods, elephants and rice.

Besides Penang, another location for the establishment of the Indo-
Malay community in the Malay peninsula was Malacca which had
became an important trading centre in the 15th century. The commu-
nity of South Indians consisted mainly of Muslims from the Coromandel
Coast. Intermarriage of Indian Muslims and local Malay women was
common. The great Malay scholar Abdullah Munshi bin Abdul Kadir
was the product of such a marriage. Trade relations between Malacca
and Pasai were strengthened by the marriage of a Muslim princess from
the Sumatran kingdom and the Malaccan ruler who became a Muslim
and adopted the ritle Megat Iskandar Shah.

The Sejarah Melayw used the term “Keling” to refer to South Indian
merchants in general. The Portuguese used the term to refer to both
Hindus and Muslims. It was not until the Muslims took over the Hindu
trade that the term was used to refer solely to South Indian Muslims.
The South Indian community was one of the most influential commu-
nities in Malacca at that time. Of this community, the majority were
from the Coromandel Coast. The influence of the community was so
strong in the peninsula that Mansur Shah, the third Sultan of Malacca,
appointed a South Indian Hindu to be the Controller of the Excheq-
uer.
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Among the foreign traders, the most important group were the
Gujaratis, followed by the Kelings and the Javanese, Arabs and Bengalis.
Arab traders would stop by the port of Gujarat, bringing large quanti-
ties of merchandise including cloth. Tomes Pires, a Portuguese writer,
noted that the Coromandel merchants sent three to four ships to
Malacca each year.

The revenue and thus the power of the Sultan depended on the
wealth derived from trade. Therefore many foreign merchants obtained
economic and political power from their role as mediators between the
Sultan and foreign traders. The fall of Malacca to the Portuguese in
1511 and subsequent capture of the city by the Dutch in 1641 ended
Malacca’s role as a leading entrepot centre.

By the beginning of the 17th century, Achch had become the
centre for Southeast Asian trade and its importance as a centre of
religious learning grew with its trading prosperity. Acheh’s importance
peaked in 1620 when it controlled the coast of Sumatra as well as the
peninsular states of Pahang, Kedah and Perak. In 1629, its power was
cut short by the naval defeat by the combined forces of Johor and the
Portuguese. The inter-Asian trade route was diverted to Riau which
was under the control of the Malacca Sultanate in Johor.

The development of the Indo-Malay community in Malaya was
based on the process of migration from Arab countries to India and
thence to Malaya, and the mingling of trading activities with the
spread of Islam.

The first Indian Muslim settlers m Pcmng were the Chulians from
Kedah. The Chulia y estat d th Ives around Chulia
Street in Georgetown, Penang.

S Arasaratnam’s book Islamic Merchant Communities of Indian Sub-
continent in Southeast Asia is a useful reference source on the origin of
the Indo-Malay community. It traces the route of 10th century Arab
merchants to the Gujarat coast in India after sailing from the Arabian
and Persian Gulf ports. Intermarriages with local Indian women re-
sulted in a strong Muslim merchant community. Important early Arab
trading colonies were in Malabar on the southern tip of India and the
Coromandel Coast.
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Gujarat, annexed by the Sultan of Delhi in the 14th century,
became independent in the 15th century and was again annexed by the
Moghul Empire under Akbar in 16th century. During this period,
Gujarat was a core region in the Indian Ocean trading system, being a
strategic location within easy reach of the great textile manufacturing
centres of Ahmadabad and Baroda, noted for their silk and cotton and
mixed weaves.

Gujarati ports were major centres of shipbuilding which the Arabs,
lacking timber, used for ship construction. In the 15th century, Gujarati
ships sailed in great numbers to Pasai and Malacca and later to Acheh
and Sumatra, bringing back pepper and spices to be reshipped to Aden,
Jeddah, Suez and Basra by the Arabs, Persians and Gujaratis them-
selves.

In return for spices, they brought the most valued Indian textiles
desired by the Malay ruling classes. It was the Gujarati merchants who
persuaded the Sultan of Malacca to fight the Portuguese fleet in 1509.
When Albuquerque attacked the city, Gujarati merchants fought along-
side Malaccans and their ships were burnt by the Portuguese.

After the fall of Malacca, Muslim merchants went to other ports in
the Straits of Malacca and Java. They continued trade with Acheh and
exerted a strong presence till the mid-17th century when they ceased
to sail in Southeast Asia.

Another important trading group in Malacca were the Bengalese.
Bengal came under Islamic rule in the 13th century and under powerful
moguls, they prospered as merchants.

The Siamese also participated in world trade. In the 17th century
Ayutha was a powerful kingdom. The four major communities in the
Thai capital were the Chinese, Moors, Malays and Portuguese. Their
valuable products were tin, ivory, elephants, timber, hides and rice.
The Chinese also traded their silk and porcelain. Under King Narai,
the Muslim colony in Ayutha expanded with strong Persian influence.
In 1670, in trying to get rid of Indo-Muslim influence, the king encour-
aged European trade. With their trade disrupted, the Muslims with-
drew from Siamese ports.



Origin of the Indo-Malay Community

In the 17th century, the Chulians took advantage of Portuguese-
Dutch conflict. By the 18th century, they outnumbered their Hindu
compatriots in trade. When the Dutch controlled the trading centres
of Southeast Asia, the Chulians moved their trade to Perak, Kedah and
Johor. They penetrated the political system by getting close to the
ruling group. With their influence in these states, they were able
initially to resist European penetration. But when the British founded
Fort Comnwallis in Penang in 1786, they cooperated with the British in
commerce and became a wealthy class.

From the 17th century the Marakayar group of Indian Muslims in
India sertled and ¢ d in Penang. Belonging to this group, the
first ancestor of the Merican clan was Kader Mydin Merican. His life
story will be given in the next chapter.
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Chapter 4

Kapitan Keling

“In a dim distant unrecorded age

we had met, thow and I,

When my speech became tangled in thine

and my life in thy life.

The East Wind had carried thy beckoning call
through an unseen path of the air

to a distant sun-lit shore

fanned by the coconut leaves.

It blended with the conch-shell sound ...

“Make ready the boat, carry the rites of our
worship across the unknown sea.
The Ganges stretched her arm to the eastern ocean
in a flow of majestic gesture ...
wrging me to bear along the waves
their epic lines to the eastern islands,
and the heart of my land murmured to me its hope
that it might build its nest of love
in a faraway land of its dream ..."
— Rabindranath Tagore



Kapitan Keling

This poem speaks eloquently of the migration of the Indians to other
lands. The poet refers in particular to the Hindus but the sentiments
are relevant to other Indian emigrants too.

At the outset, knowing very little of the history of the Merican clan,
I started by studying the genealogy charts compiled by Tamin Merican.
After that, | embarked on my research in Kuala Lumpur and then in
Penang where it all began. But unlike Western countries, very few
records are kept or preserved in our part of the world. Consequently, 1
only found very brief references to the founding father of the Mericans
even though the mosque named after him has become a national
monument.

Kapitan Keling (1759-1838):

Background/Early Childhood

Kader Mydin Merican, the founder of the Merican clan in Malaysia,
was of Arab-Indian descent. It was recorded that his ancestors origi-
nated from Samarkand, now the capital of the former Soviet republic
of Uzbekistan, and later migrated to the Arab peninsula, then to the
Indian subcontinent.

There is no consistency in the spellings of names of the early
Mericans. Cauder Moheedin @ Kader Mydin Merican was born in
1759 in Pondicherry, India and came from a port village called Pamanggi
Pettai, now known as Porto Novo, on the east coast of India.

Migration

In 1770 Fatma/Fatimah left India with her 11-year-old son Kader
Mydin and his 7-year-old brother Muhammad Nordin Merican on a
sailing boat. Her destination was Penang. Fatimah wanted to seck a
better life for her family.

The boat landed in Tanjung Pudukarai, a place considered safe from
attacks by the sea pirates of the region. “Tanjung” refers to the present
area around Kampong Kolam, a part of Chulia Street and Jalan Masjid

Capitan Keling. In Tamil, “pudu” means “new" and “karai” means
beach”. From this historic landing, the Merican clan began.
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Trader/Merchant

According to family historian Haji Ismail Merican, the two young boys
worked very hard helping their mother in petty trading. Before they
attained adulthood, they had already travelled to Kedah Tua, Kota
Kuala Muda, Acheh and other ports. They made huge profits from
trading in such commodities as kain kapas, kayw gaharu, beads and
precious stones of various types and colour. The two brothers were
successful businessmen and Kader became very prosperous.

Arrival of the British

On 11 August 1786, Captain Francis Light was officially appointed
the British Administrative Controller of Penang following an agree-
ment made between the Sultan of Kedah, Sultan Abdullah Mukarram
Shah, and the East India Company (EIC).

From then onward, Penang developed rapidly from a village into a
sea port. Francis Light managed to turn Penang into a free port. Hordes
of traders and merchants from India (especially from Chulia and
Malabar), China, Burma, Acheh, Siam and other countries were at-
tracted there. Following this, Francis Light encouraged settlers to Penang
with the granting of free land.

During the first half of the 19th century, the Indian and Jawi
Peranakan trade was concentrated on the traditional cloth trade of the
Coromandel Coast. At this time, there was considerable trade between
Penang and Acheh. The Indian traders imported piece goods and
opium from Indian ports and re-exported to Acheh. The valuable
export products of Acheh were pepper, betel nut and rice.

During this period, the products were carried by local ships belong-
ing to South Indian Muslims, Arabs, Achenese and Chinese. From
shipping records, it is interesting to note that the transit trade was
dominated by South Indian Muslims, with the Marakayar group form-
ing the majority. The captains of the ships were mainly Mericans, as
evident in the following shipping records:
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Year Ship Captain
1852
Oct 9 Letchmy Merican
" Mydin Bux Syed Saib
n Buccancer Merican
Qct 23 Dolphin Merican
" Caudeer Bux Sultan Shaw
% S Letchmy Cauder
Oct 30 Syed Mydin Bux Merican
Nov 20 Khoda Cauder Bux Merican
Nov 27 M Dowlah Merican
Dec 11 Furteh Mariam Merican
" Noombarrah Dowlah  Merican
Dec 25 Dolphin Merican
1853
Feb 19 Indian Queen Merican
" Mowla Madat Merican
Mar 19 Mydroose Merican
Qcr 23 Calender Bux Merican

Appointment as Kapitan Keling

Even though his ancestors were seafaring people, Kader Mydin Merican,
the first and only Kapitan Keling in Penang, was not a ship captain. He
was one of the biggest textile traders until his death in 1838. The
British, recognising him as the leader of the Indian Muslim commu-
nity, officially appointed him as “Kapitan Keling”.

According to a research paper by Noor Ida bt Yang Rashidi, Kader
was popularly elected as headman in 1802 by the Muslim community
(numbering some 4,000) and appointed by the British as “Kapitan
Keling” of the Chulians who occupied Malabar Street and its neigh-
bourhood. His role and functions included religious duties, dealing
with minor disputes among the Muslims and general supervision of
community affairs. :
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Another researcher, Helen Fujimoto, wrote that the new Licuten-
ant General and Governor of Penang, Sir George Leith, appointed
leaders or captains from each community. A judiciary was established,
consisting of a European magistrate assisted by three caprains. The
magistrate looked after civil disputes and formed a court of appeal
presided by the captains. The subordinate court of the Chulians was
held in Kapitan Keling’s house.

Kapitan Keling’s responsibilities were to settle family matters and
community disputes, which also included police duties. He was assisted
by five constables who performed beat duty, day and night.

Kapitan Keling was one of the earliest immigrants. He became a
wealthy trader who established connections with Kedah even before
the settlement of Penang. In 1801, Governor Sir George Leith, on
behalf of the East India Company, gave Grant No 367 to the Muslim
community. It was a piece of land on South Malabar Street surrounded
by lands belonging to Kader Mydin Merican. The Muslim community
had no means of building a bigger mosque and so they approached
Kapitan Keling to do so. Kapitan Keling built the mosque mainly with
his own funds together with a small donation from the public. He
brought construction workers and marble stones from India. The mosque,
with its rich and beautiful Moorish architecture, stands today as one of
the proud historical landmarks of Penang.

A charming history of the mosque has been written by Haji Ismail
Merican. In the early days of Penang, the Havildars, Jemadas and
Sepoys, who made up the native section of the East India Company
troops stationed in Penang, cleared a piece of land and erected a small
attap mosque on a part of the land and used another part as a burial
ground. As trade developed rapidly, many Muslim traders and mariners
settled in Penang and they needed a bigger and more permanent
mosque.

In recognition of his great contribution towards the construction of
the mosque, Kapitan Keling was made the first nazir (superintendent)
of the mosque. He was succeeded after his death in September 1838 by
his two sons, Udman Naina Merican and Othman Sah Merican. The
last nazir was Hj Abdul Cauder Merican, the eldest grandson of Kapitan
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Keling. Although the appointment of the mosque officials was a pre-
rogative given to the family of Kapitan Keling, the founder, the prac-
tice is now discontinued.

As mentioned in Chapter 2 on carly Penang, the EIC was formed in
1600 to expand British trade in the Far East. Captain Francis Light was
appointed as the British Administrative Controller of Penang. After
his death, his successor Major McDonald was not satisfied with the
captains. Nothing further is known of the office of Kapitan Keling and
no appointment was made after Kader Mydin Merican relinquished his
office in 1806. As a “captain”, he was given several pieces of land by
the East India Company. He was sufficiently wealthy to maintain his
eminent position in the community till his death and to ensure the
influence of his descendants in the Penang Muslim community.

Because of his extensive business expansion, Kader Merican was
considered by 1834 to be the richest man in Penang (according to
Noor Ida bt Yang Rashidi). His property was estimated at that time to
be 50,000 Spanish dollars. As an officer appointed by the British
government, he was empowered to settle petty disputes and quarrels in
the Indian Muslim community whose members came from the
Coromandel Coast of India. Those of his descendants who are lawyers
will find it interesting that Kapitan Keling acted in the capacity of a
magistrate.

Marriages
Because of his fame as a rich merchant and an influential community
leader, Kader Mydin Merican became a legend in Penang. The legend
of Kapitan Keling was embellished in a story that one Friday, he came
across a tiger at the makam (tomb) of Syed Sultan Sikandar in Bukit
Chenana, Air Terjun. Strangely enough, the wild animal did not
disturb Kader Mydin Merican and after a while the tiger left the place.
Kader Mydin Merican married three wives. His first wife was Fatimah
Nachia but her husband gave her the name of “Pathni” Ama which in
Tamil means a loyal, faithful and obedient wife.
As a merchant, Kader Mydin Merican sailed his ship between
Tanjung Pudukarai and Sungai Nibung Besar. He befriended Muhamed
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Salleh, a Malay merchant of Indian descent (in fact descending from
another branch of the Merican family). When the population in-
creased in Sungei Nibung, a small mahkamah (court) was established
and Muhamed Salleh was appointed a judge; he became known as Tok
Hakim Salleh.

Impressed by Kader Mydin, Tok Hakim Salleh wanted him to marry
his sister, Fatimah Nachia. She turned out to be a saintly woman and
spent most of her time in prayers and meditation. They lived in a large
brick house not far from Masjid Keling.

Although not as famous as her husband, Pathni was also a legend.
Because she led such a holy life, it was said that her bath water even
cured a girl whose leg was infested with large sores. Pathni died in 1830
and was buried in Kampong Kolam. During her burial, it was said that
a gentle rain dropped all around the vicinity of her grave. Till today,
the Indian community in Penang regard her grave as a sacred kramat
(shrine).

Because Fatimah Nachia, or Pathni, did not consummate her mar-
riage, she encouraged her husband to marry another wife, Che Aminah,
who was her relative. Che Aminah had one son, Udman Nachar, who
married his cousin and had five children.

Kader Mydin Merican’s third wife was a Malay princess. As a suc-
cessful and wealthy merchant, Kader Mydin had attracted the atten-
tion of the Sultan of Kedah. The Sultan gave him permission to marry
a Kedah princess — Tengku Wan Chik Taiboo or Tengku Maheran.

As a fair-minded Muslim husband, Kapitan Keling built two houses
of similar size for his second and third wives. These two houses were
situated in Love Lane near Chulia Street, not far from Kampong
Kolam.

Kapitan Keling’s Descendants
Tengku Wan Chik Taiboo bore Kader Mydin six children: Udman
Naina, Othman Sah, Odman Nay, Udman Kandoo, Udman Bebe and
Udman Wan Nair. These are the second generation Mericans.

The second son, Othman Sah Merican, married three wives, namely
Osman Bee Bee, Nya Siew Soo and Che Ah. Their children belong to
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the third generation of Mericans. Othman Sah’s second wife, Nya Siew
Soo, had two children: Bapoo and Ahmad Osman Merican (nick-
named “Che Teh"). Che Teh was a successful and wealthy merchant
and he married three wives: Che Chik (a Chinese), Hajah Wan Aishah
and a Siamese woman whose name is not known. Che Chik had four
children while the third wife (the Siamese) had a child by the name of
Hamidah Merican.

The second wife Hajah Wan Aishah produced nine children. They
are:

1 Khatijah Nachiar

2 Sheik Mohamed Othman Merican (“Pa’ Nat")

3 Fatimah Nachiar (“Che Dan”)

4 Sheik Ali Osman Merican (“Oss”)

5 Sheik Abdul Kadir Othman Merican (“Chik”)

6 Sheik Hussain Othman Merican (“*Bun”)

7 Habib Othman Merican (“Bib")

8 Sheik Kassim Othman Merican (“Johnny”)

9 Sheik Basha Othman Merican (“Ma’ Ba")

Details of the above Mericans can be found in Chapter 9 on Nota-
ble Pe lities and in the Genealogy Charts at the back of the book.

Public Recognition

PP Lau in his 1996 article “Oh Captain, my Captain” in The Sun writes
of Kapitan Keling as “a man of many positions and [as] a further tribute
to his good works, the government changed Pitt Street to Masjid
Kapitan Keling Street two years ago.” According to Lau, in the old days
in Penang the word “Keling” was not a derogatory term for Indians but
mainly indicated that they originated from the kingdom of Kalinga
which for centuries covered a wide area of the eastern seaboard of
India.

There is a road in Penang called Jalan Merican which is off Jalan
Dunlop and Jalan Siam. This road was dedicated to the late Ahmad
Osman Merican (“Che Teh”) in the 1930s for his philanthropic and
public services to the Malays of Penang.
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Conclusion

We can conclude that Kapitan Keling was a man of many parts —a born
leader, a highly successful businessman and a philanthropist. He started
the Merican clan which acquired a very mixed ancestry. There were
marriages with Malays, Chinese, Indians and Siamese. Kapitan Keling's
name is perpetuated in Penang’s history with a mosque and street
named in his honour.
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Chapter 5

Assimilation with the Malay Community

This chapter on the assimilation of the Mericans into Malay society is
based on an important research paper by Helen Fujimoto. Early immi-
grants to Penang were predominantly Indian Muslims from the
Coromandel Coast and Jawi Peranakan merchants and traders from
Kedah. Intermarriage took place between these two groups and they
formed the basis of the Jawi Peranakan community.

Indian Muslims who married the Jawi Peranakan or Malays gener-
ally registered their children as Jawi Peranakan, but from the third
generation they were commonly regmered as Maldys Dunng thc late
19th century there was a sub c y of regi d Jawi
Peranakan in Penang and adaptation to Malay culture varied within
the community and even within particular families. By the end of the
19th century, the general tendency for Jawi Peranakan to marry into
the Malay community was sufficiently predominant for such families to
identify themselves with the wider Malay community. This trend pre-
dominated through successive generations until the Jawi Peranakan
community ceased to exist as a separate entity and became absorbed
into the Malay community.

The status of the Jawi Peranakan given by the government admin-
istration was not the same as ascribed by themselves and by the wider
Malay community. Within the group, varying cultural practices re-
sulted in the ambiguity of their position as perceived by the govern-
ment. Cultural orientation can be expressed through behaviour in
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language, kinship terminology, food, dress, dwelling, marriage customs
and religious observance.

Language

Tamil was the native language of the new South Indian immigrants
although many spoke Malay. However, among the Jawi Peranakan,
Malay was spoken as the mother tongue from the first generation. This
was because of intermarriage between Indian Muslim men and Malay
women and the mother exerting the strongest influence on the chil-
dren of such marriages, although the children understood and some-
times spoke Tamil. Later generations of the Jawi Peranakan knew less
and less Tamil.

Kinship Terminology

The degree of cultural adaptation can also be indicated by the names
given to children of succeeding generations. Those with strong Indian
influence tended to use the word “bibi”, meaning sister. Kader Mydin's
youngest daughter was named Osman Beebee. The term “mami” was
used for mother-in-law, while the Malays used “mak”. There was also
considerable ambiguity over the use of “bin” (son of). For example,
Zainal Abidin was registered in his birth certificate as Zainal Abidin
bin Sultan Maidin but continued to sign his name in the Indian style
as S M Zainal Abidin, with the initials of his father preceding his own
name. While he was d as a Jawi P k he subseq ly
registered his children as Malays, using "bin Zainal Abidin" according
to Malay custom. Like the Jawi Peranakan community he followed a
conscious process of assimilation until 1911 when the Jawi Peranakan
was so small in number they required no separate category.

The gradual adoption of Malay customs was practised by the chil-
dren of Ahmad Osman Merican of the third generation. The given
names appeared to be Indian: Sheikh Mohamed Othman, Fatimah
Nachiar and Sheikh Abdul Kadir but the nicknames were generally
such as Pa" Nat, Che Dan and Chik. The spouses of these
children could only be ascertained as Wan Long, Wan Su, Che Pok and
Che Kechik. Regardless of whether the spouses were Jawi Peranakan or
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Malay, Malay terminology was used. The adoption of such nicknames
indicates a strong tendency towards assimilation into the Malay culture
within the Jawi Peranakan family structure by the third and fourth
generations. The names of the following generations were distinctly
more Malay. The title “Sheikh” (or “Shaik”) was dropped and only the
family name “Merican” indicated Indian descent.

Dwelling

The degree of cultural assimilation was strongly influenced by eco-
nomic and social position. The difference between the wealthy urban
merchants and petty shopkeepers and labourers was emphasised by
their respective dwellings. Merchant families such as the Noordins and
Mericans built large houses in Western style and in the more fashion-
able areas of town. The Merican family house in Western Road and the
Noordin house in Northam Road were the few “Malay” houses in the
expensive areas occupied by the Chinese and Europeans. The shop-
keepers and traders had their houses around the Chulia Streer area,
while the Jawi Peranakan involved in the service industries and work-
ing as labourers lived in kampung-style community settlements behind
the main roads of the town.

Dress

The manner of dressing also emphasised further the ic position.
Among the urban merchants, it was common to adopt Western-style
dress for formal occasions. Daily wear combined English and Indian
styles, but by 1920s Western style had become more common. A photo
of Ahmad Osman Merican’s family taken in 1922 soon after the death
of their father shows the family outside their house in Western Road
wearing Western clothes. Shopkeepers and small traders continued to
use the Indian sarung while the women wore an adaptation of the baju
kurung but with a shorter blouse. The Indian sari, even among the Jawi
Peranakan of the first generation, was seldom used as it was regarded as
an exotic costume rather than daily wear.
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Marriage Ceremony

The common Hindu tradition in Indian Muslim and Malay culture was
still evident in some aspects of the marriage ceremony. The custom of
dyeing the fingers and toes of the bride and groom with henna was
carried out by both groups before the akad nikah or registration of
marriage. For Malays, Indian Muslims and Jawi Peranakan, the akad
nikah was the most important ceremony, conducted by the males of
both families, in which the bride did not participate. Segregation of the
sexes was more strictly observed among the Indian Muslims and Jawi
Peranakan of the urban merchant community than among their Malay
counterparts.

Among the South Indian Muslims, the male and female never met
in the festivities. On the other hand, the Malay custom of bersanding
required the bride and groom to walk together to the dais where they
were seated before the assembled relatives and guests. In the second
and subsequent generations, bersanding became customary among the
Jawi Peranakan and the couple appeared together on the dais in public,
thus departing from the Indian custom.

In the first generation, when a Malay or Jawi Peranakan married an
Indian Muslim, the woman would receive, as did South Indian Muslim
women, a string of black and gold beads, equivalent to the tali of the
Hindu women. However, while the women received the beads, they
almost never wore them and in subsequent generations the beads were
no longer given.

Religious Observance

The Indian Muslims and Jawi Peranakan offered prayers and flowers at
the kramat, or tombs, of people considered as saints. This offering was
considered idolatrous among the urban merchant class. However, many
Malays and kampung Jawi Peranakan visited such shrines in defiance of
the Islamic concept. The grave of Padma/Pathni, the pious wife of
Kapitan Keling, was regarded as one of the kramats.



Assimilation with the Malay Community

Food

The preponderance of South Indian Muslims in the population had a
considerable effect on the culture of Georgetown. Muslim food was
generally cooked in the South Indian Muslim style, in contrast to the
Malay style in the kampung and outskirts of town, such as ikan bakar
(grilled fish), assam (tamarind) and the greater use of coconut with
fewer spices and less chilli. With the strong Indian influence, most
Penang Malays were able to cook Indian curry.

Eating Customs

As Fujimoto has written, Penang Malays have been more influenced
than other Malays by the custom of Sahan, an originally Arab custom
brought in by the Maral Muslims of the C del Coast. Dur-
ing ceremonial occasions, rice was served in four portions, but the side
dishes were placed on one tray for four people to eat. The guests,
consisting of people of various status in the community, declared their
brotherhood in Islam by eating from one plate. This custom was ob-
served by the Chulians of Penang, who were predominantly of the
Marakayar group. It has also been adopted by those not originally
Marakayar, and by many Malays.

Social & Political Integration

As the British administration expanded, there was an increasing de-
mand for clerks fluent in Malay and English. The British, recognising
the Malays as the indigenous people, accepted some of them in the
higher rungs of the civil service. However, it was the urban English-
educated Jawi Peranakan and not the rural Malays who filled the
clerical posts in the civil service.

With increasing competition from European and Chinese traders,
Jawi Peranakan trading activities diminished and they turned to educa-
tion and landownership. The Indian Muslims viewed with disquiet
their minority status in the multiracial community.

In casting their lot with the Malay community, the Jawi Peranakan
attempted to safeguard their position against Chinese competition and
to retain their leadership in the Malay community. Their need for
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solidarity grew and was reinforced by the Islamic reformist movement
in Egypt and Turkey at the end of the 19th century.

The most important factor in the unity of urban Muslims was a
common edi | back d. The English-ed i Muslims, i.e.
Jawi Peranakan, Indians and Arabs from the merchant business com-
munity, formed a group that was involved in business, the professions
and government service. Under this group’s leadership, most of the
Muslim and Malay clubs were founded in Penang before World War I1.
The Muslims Recreation Club was the first association formed. After
this came the founding of the Peranakan Club for local-born Muslims.
This club was open to all Muslims, whether Indian, Arab or Chinese,
with the only stipulation being that they should be born in Penang.
The purpose of the club was purely recreational and its activities
included weekly dinner gatherings for discussions. In 1904, the number
of members recorded was 99, with nine office bearers. The club col-
lapsed soon after the founding of the Penang Malays Association in
1926. The more important members of the club were Indian and it was
likely that the i embers of the P kan Club dissolved the
club to join the Malays Association and thus identify themselves with
the Malays.

Leadership of the clubs was in the hands of urban-educated Muslims
in the early period, even among “working-class Malays". One such
urban Muslim leader was S A ahib, an Indian h commis-
sion agent and a planter. In 1923, he was the founding president of the
Muslim Merchants Club, an active member of the Mohammedan
Advisory Board and a Committee Member of the Al-Mansoor School.
He was also vice-president of the Indian Association and president of
the Mohammedan Football Association. In 1923, he was made a Jus-
tice of the Peace and was one of the first Indian Muslims to be so
honoured by the government. In a gathering to honour him, most of
the speeches of congratulations were in English. Although the Jawi
Peranakan as a group officially registered as Malays, they were still
closely involved with the South Indian community.

Associations with more litical aims soon 4. With an
increasing demand for English education among the Malays, the Young
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Muslims Union was formed in 1900 by a group of English-educated
Jawi Peranakan, Indians and Malays. The original aim of the associa-
tion was to improve the standard of English among government offic-
ers. Several years later, the association turned political by asking the
government for the right to establish the association as the spokesman
of the Malays in matters concerning Malay rights and employment,
and Malay representation in the Federal and Settlement Councils. The
government’s reply was that the association was Muslim, not Malay,
and was not qualified to Malay i During such a
period, questions of lmdershlp and identity arose which were to domi-
nate in the following decades.

In Singapore, leadership of the Muslim community lay with the
Arab community and the Malays resented the Arab domination. Malay
resentment was first apparent in the Persekutuan Islam Singapura
founded around 1900. The leadership was predominantly Arab and
many Malay members felt that the interests of the socially and eco-
nomically disadvantaged Malays were being overlooked. In protest, a
small group broke away and in 1921 founded a rival Muslim Institute
which concerned itself specifically with Malay interests. Their aims
were to further the educational opportunities for Malays and to assist
peninsular Malays who came to Singapore to study.

Rivalry between the Malay and Arab associations centred on the
appointment of an additional representative on the Straits Settlements
Legislative Council. The Malay association supported Eunos Abdullah
who was appointed to the Council in 1924. Following this, the Singa-
pore Malay Union was founded in 1926 to support Eunos Abdulhhs
representation of Malay . From the begi b p was
restricted to those of Malay indigenous stock of the Malay pmmsuh
and archipelago.

The Penang Malays Association was founded in 1926 by a group of
Jawi Peranakan. Its main aim was to support the Singapore Malays and
Eunos Abdullah. The rapid decision of the Jawi Peranakan to form the
association showed that they recognised the threat to their position in
the definition of Malay adopted by the Singapore Malay Union. The
Penang Malays Association differed from the Singapore Union whose
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members were pure Malays. It was largely composed of Jawi Peranakan
and it adopted a more liberal definition of “Malay"” as a “person profess-
ing the Muslim religion and habitually speaking the Malay language, of
whose parents one at least is a person of Malayan race”. After Malaya
obtained independence, our Federal Constitution defined the Malay as
follows:

“Malay means a person who professes the religion of Islam,

habitually speaks the Malay language, conforms to Malay

customs and

(a) was before Merdeka Day bom in the Federation or in

Singapore or bom of parents one of whom was bom in the

Federation or in Singapore;

or

(b) is the issue of such person.”

Therefore, as recognised by the Federal Constitution, the Mericans

from the third generation onward are Malays and have integrated into
the Malay community.
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Chapter 6

Dr Ali Osman Merican

“But be not afraid of greatness: some men are born great,
some achieve greamess, and some have greatness thrust upon them.”
~ William Shakespeare, from Twelfth Night

Childhood
Ahmad Osman Merican (or “Che Teh") was the son of Othman Sah
Merican and Nya Siew Soo, and the grandson of Kapitan Keling.
Following in the tradition of Kapitan Keling, Che Teh became a
wealthy merchant and landowner. It was he who started the family
home at No 130 Western Road in Penang.

Ali Osman Merican (or “Oss”), the fourth child of Che Teh, was
bomn in Penang in December 1889. He started the fifth generation of
Mericans.

Education

According to Sidique, his father Dr Ali Osman Merican studied at the
Penang Free School. He then proceeded to take up medicine at the
King Edward VII College of Medicine in Singapore but had to leave
after he was involved in a students’ strike. This was the only local
medical college under the British colonial system and in those days it
was not common to go overseas. But Ali Osman Merican’s family was
rich enough to send him to continue his medical course at Hong Kong
University from which he graduated with a medical degree.
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From a family photograph, Dr Ali Osman Merican appears to me to
be a stocky, attractive and fashionable man. He was a man of many
talents. At university, he excelled in sports and was chosen for the
university football team. He broke his leg once while playing football.

Career

Dr Ali had the distinction of being the first Malay doctor in Penang.
After completing his medical course in Hong Kong, he returned to
Penang to practise medicine. He named his clinic Anglo-Muslim Phar-
macy. At the age of 35, he became a prominent member of society and
was cited in the Who's Who in Malaya 1925.

Dr Ali discovered that private practice in Penang was far from
lucrative as most of his patients belonged to the Merican clan and thus
qualified for free medical treatment. Consequently, he decided to ac-
cept the post of Medical Officer in the government service in Sungei
Petani, Kedah. When the post of Senior Medical Officer fell vacant,
the Kedah Medical Department promoted him to fill the job as he was
suitably qualified. Unfortunately, the colonial administration later re-
scinded this decision as he was not British. Malayans, even if qualified,
were not accorded the same status by the administration.

True to his spirit, he resigned in disgust. It was a point of principle
and not because he was hot-tempered or impetuous. He returned to
Penang to resume his private practice before he made one of the most
important decisions of his life to migrate to Kelantan.

Social Influence

In the prewar Georgetown, the Penang Malays formed several clubs
and associations to cater to their social and recreational needs. As
could be expected, under the British colonial rule no political organi-
sations were allowed. The various clubs acted as representative bodies
to air legitimate grievances of the vakyat (people) within the bounda-
ries of bureaucratic tolerance. Carleel recalls that his father was a
member of the Penang Volunteer Corps, holding the post of Licuten-
ant.
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One important Malay association was the Kesatuan Melayu Pulau
Pinang, or the Penang Malays Association (PMA). It was established
by an elite group of Penang Malays in 1926. Enjoying the respect and
confidence of his peers, Dr Ali had the distinction of being its first
president.

The Crescent Star Sports Club (CSSC), located along Perak Road
near the Datok Keramat Road junction, was established in 1907. 1t was
mainly a social club offering recreational facilities to members and
their families. Members of the Crescent Star Sports Club were also
members of the PMA. Dr Ali also had the honour of being the presi-
dent of the CSSC. The Young Muslims Union, located on Anson Road
opposite Pahang Road, was more educational in its approach, focusing
on Islamic dakwah its bers and immediate circles. A long-
serving secretary of the Union was M Y Merican, senior assistant of the
Resident Councillor’s office. His son is Datuk Dr Hj Ismail Merican
who is a Consultant Physician at the General Hospital, Kuala Lumpur.

Even in those days, football was a favourite sport in Penang. Several
sports clubs were established. The Muthibul Ahsan Football Club
(MAFC) was located in Kampong Jawa (off Datok Keramat Road), the
home ground of the boy who later grew up to become the famous Tan
Sri P Ramlee. The club played both in the Penang Football Associa-
tion and the Mohammedan Football Association leagues. MAFC was
well known for hosting the annual “free” boria performances. The
expensive silver cups awarded to the best boria groups were highly
regarded and were keenly contested.

Another well-respected football club was the Darul Ahsan Football
Club (DAFC) located in Kampong Kolam. Among its “star players”
were Abdul Rahman (a teacher at Francis Light School) and O G
Mydin (who was such a good player that he eamned the nickname of
“Mydina Kolam”). The annual football match between DAFC and the
Chinese Recreation Club was well attended. Often the game turned
into a “footbrawl” with spectators participating in a free-for-all.

The Bahrul Alam Football Club (BAFC) was located on River
Road near the Sungai Pinang Road junction. It was within the Sungai
Pinang enclave where boria comedies reigned supreme.
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Marriage

Che Teh (Ahmad Osman Merican) had three wives, namely Che Chik
(a Chinese), Hajah Wan Aishah and a Siamese woman. His marriage
to Hajah Wan Aishah binti Abdul Kader produced nine children, one
of whom was Ali Osman Merican.

Names can be rather confusing with the Merican clan as there is no
consistency in the spell for le, Osman or Othman. Al
Osman Merican was also known as Sheik Ally Othman Merican and
his nickname was “Oss".

While working in Penang, the dashing Dr Ali Osman Merican fell
in love with the fashionable and outgoing Khoo Phaik Suat. She was
then living with her relatives, a rich Penang Chinese family. As to be
expected, her family strongly objected to her marrying a non-Chinese.
The young couple impetuously decided to elope. It was a classic roman-
tic story of the maiden escaping from her relatives' house by climbing
out of her bedroom window down the ladder into the waiting arms of
her lover.

Upon marriage, Khoo Phaik Suat took the Muslim name of Fatimah.
She had only one son, Carleel. Now at the age of 75, Carleel still
speaks of his mother with love and admiration.

Che Fatimah was one of the most progressive women of her time.
She ranked among the first batch of women to complete the Senior
Cambridge examination. With her usual high spirits and vigour, she
learnt to drive a car — a rare feat in those unenlightened days. When
her enterprising husband went up a small plane for a ride, she also took
a turn going up in the plane. In the 19205, flying was high adventure.
There is still a photograph of the young doctor and his wife, togged up
like astronauts with large goggles, posing with the pilot beside the
propeller of the double-winged, kite-like contraption.

A self-assured and educated woman, Che Fatimah had a fiery streak
in her personality. Once, when she found out that her husband hnd a
girlfriend, as was and still is among philandering husb
she was so outraged that she started throwing and smashing dinner
plates. When she had progressively depleted the supply of plates, Carleel
remembered that he was sent off to get more plates for her to smash!
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Unfortunately, the exuberant Fatimah suffered from poor health in
her later years. When she was very ill and unable to carry out her
conjugal duties to her husband, she d her husband to take a
second wife. But Che Fatimah was not a person to let her husband
bring another wife to her home without her blessing. She wisely chose
a family friend, Che Pok, to be the second wife. This was an acceptable
practice in the old days as it was believed that a relative or close friend
would be kinder to one’s children.

In Sungei Petani, Che Pok’s and Che Fatimah's families were close
friends and, in fact, related to each other. Che Pok Abdullah was
considered a suitable match for the doctor. According to Carleel and
Lylone (Mak Pok’s only daughter), Mak Pok must have been 17 years
old when she married Dr Ali, who was nearly 40. Sidique thought she
was younger. Certainly Mak Pok was a very young bride to assume the
duties of a wife in charge of the household.

Far from resenting Mak Pok as his stepmother, Carleel loved and
respected her. He was used to seeing her as a family friend and had been
calling her “Kak Pok” (elder sister) during the two families’ social
visits. She remained “Kak Pok” to Carleel from the time she married
into family until her death in 1982.

In Carleel’s own words, “Kak Pok was a wonderful stepmother —
gentle, caring and devoted.” Carleel could not have wished for a better
stepmother. They were on the best of terms: when Carleel studied in
Penang, he returned to Kota Bharu every school holiday and grew up
with his four brothers and one sister. The siblings formed a close-knit
and happy family.

Che Pok came from an interesting background and more details of
her will be given in Chapter 8.

Migration to Kelantan

Apart from his busy practice and social activities, Dr Ali was imbued
with the business instinct and pioneering spirit of his forefatk He
was very knowledgeable about precious stones and ran a small jewellery
business. Fired with imagination by the yellow metal - gold — Dr Ali
decided to leave Penang in 1927. It was a daring venture as Kelantan
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in the old days was largely unknown territory to the people in Penang.
He brought along Che Pok and his 40-day-old son Ezanee to settle in
Kota Bharu and to prospect for gold or iron in southern Thailand
during his spare time.

Dr Ali did not grow rich from gold mining but he established a very
successful family clinic in the centre of town opposite the market. The
clinic, now 70 years old, is managed by Ezance.

With a distinctive Malay dialect and culture, Kelantan is very
different from other states. Anyone not originally a Kelantanese is
considered a foreigner even though he may have lived there for many
years. When he first started his clinic, Dr Ali placed only four rattan
chairs for his patients as he was unsure whether the Kelantanese would
accept him.

Dr Ali had no cause for worry. He soon established a name as a
skilful and caring doctor. He was also gifted with languages and con-
versed not only in Malay but various Chinese dialects (he had learnt to
speak Hokkien in Penang and Cantonese in Hong Kong). For many
years, Dr Ali was the only private medical practitioner in Kota Bharu.

When Dr Ali started his clinic in 1927, the scene in Kota Bharu was
very different from today. The clinic, located in the town centre, was
opposite the wet market which was a landmark in Kota Bharu. Both
Carleel and Sidique recall nostalgically the quaint market of the old
days. There was no piped water supply and small boys were hired by the
hawkers to carry buckets of water to the market.

Kelantan women are also a contrast to their sisters in other states.
Apart from their beauty and fabled charms, they are also very business-
minded. Even in those days, they were the ones in charge of business in
the market while their husbands tilled the fields or rested at home. The
women would carry their vegetables and fruits on their heads. In
contrast to the Muslim austere tudung (head dressing) to cover the
aurat from head to toe, they were dressed in off-shoulder sarungs tied at
the chest. It was only after the war that they began wearing baju and
kebaya.

The wet market was a paradise for housewives: almost every house-
hold item could be obtained and fruits and bles were sold cheaply
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for a few cents. As mentioned earlier there was no water supply in the
wet market and so young boys were employed by the fish sellers to carry
water from an earth well at the back of the Merican Dispensary. At the
end of the day, after the fish sellers had counted their takings, they
would pay the water carriers a few cents. The boys saved enough money
to buy a football. Carleel told me that his father encouraged him to
play football with the boys. In the evening, the road was their football
field and they would play till as late as 10 at night.

When Dr Merican left Penang to settle in Kota Bharu, he was a
stranger in a remote town which had only one row of brick houses.
Fortunately, he had some friends in Tumpat. They were Encik Johari
(who worked in a rice mill) and Encik Ismail (who worked in Boustead).
Sociable by nature, he soon made many other friends; among the
prominent ones were Tengku Hamzah (Tengku Razaleigh’s father who
became Kelantan State Secretary), Nik Ahmad Kamil (Chief Minister
of Kelantan and later a Federal Minister) and Mahmood Hashim who
became a judge there.

Family
In the beginning, Dr Ali Merican's family lived on the first floor of
their dispensary for many years. Except for Ezanee, all of Mak Pok’s
children (Sidique, Lylone, Malek and Mahmood) were born there.
Later they moved to the present family house at Jalan Teliput. Che
Fatimah, Carleel’s mother, died in the same house above the dispensary.
It was then quite common for rich families to adopt children. Dr Ali
and Mak Pok had several adopted daughters. One of them was
Maimunah, known to all as Mona. Just before World War 11 broke out,
Mona was married to a teacher, Yusoff, and subsequently gave birth to
her eldest daughter Marina (once a prominent lawyer and politician,
now a property developer and owner of the huge Marinara complex at
Jalan Tun Razak in Kuala Lumpur). Mona gave birth to a total of 12
children. They are Mohd Ariff (deceased), Zulkifli, Marina, Kamarudin,
Aziza, Rogayah (deceased), Rohani, Citi Zeleha, Onn, Johari, Nuridah
and Hishamuddin. (While attending a 100th-day kenduri for Mona who
had passed away, I was told that she had 17 grandchildren).
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Personality

While Che Pok was patient and calm, her husband was fiery and hot-
tempered. Like most boys, my husband hero-worshipped his father.
Mahmood told me that as a boy he greatly admired his father for buying
the best durians. He thought his father was clever in choosing durians
but later discovered that the hawkers were so scared of Dr Al that they
gave him the best durians!

Sidique related to me an incident in which his father lost his temper
and punched a trishaw man. In their early years in Kota Bharu, the
family lived on the upper floor above the dispensary and trishaws used
to park outside the dispensary waiting for customers. One afternoon,
Dr Ali Merican wanted to have an afternoon nap and from his window
he asked the trishaw men to quiet down as they were talking loudly.
One of them was particularly noisy and ignored his request. Dr Merican
was so tired and angry in nor getting his needed rest that he came down
and punched the man. However, Dr Ali was kind hearted and he later
treated the trishaw man for his cut.

Dr Ali had several interesting hobbies. During the war, his clinic
was open only in the afternoon. He loved gambling games such as
Napoleon and mahjong and spent many happy hours gambling with
friends in his new home in Jalan Teliput.

Apart from dealing in jewellery, he also kept two bulls named
“Dogo” (bald) and “Debok” (fat) for bullfighting which was a fashion-
able sport in Kelantan then. This sport continued during the Japanese
Occupation.

Sidique told me that during the coronation of King George VI,
radio was introduced to Kota Bharu. It must have created great excite-
ment among the Kelantanese. Dr Ali was active in the Malay Chamber
of Commerce and the association was asked to erect an arch to com-
memorate King George VI's coronation.

I can see the same sense of adventure and fondness for new gadgets
displayed by Dr Ali's sons and grandsons. During the prewar period
when a car was a rarity in Kelantan, Dr Ali was among the first to
purchase one in Kota Bharu. He was also among the first few to buy a
radiogram — a combination of a radio and a record player. Very proud
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of this new gadget, he would walk out of the house with Carleel to the
market and exclaim that they could still hear clearly the sounds of the
record player.

It is no exaggeration to say that Dr Ali Merican’s family made a
mark in Kelantanese society. They came to be regarded as Kelantanese
and yet they did not truly belong there. In the old days, the rather laid-
back Kel. were imp d by and resp d the Mericans' prow-
ess in sports and studies.

Dr Ali also found favour with the Kelantan Royal Family and he
became the Personal Physician to the late Sultan Ismail. When Dr Ali
died in 1945, the family was given the honour to bury his body in the
compound of the royal cemetery. Later in 1982, when Che Pok died,
the family was also allowed to bury her alongside her husband.

According to Sidique, his father looked authoritative and forbid-
ding. Typical of fathers of the last generation, Dr Ali Merican was very
much a figure of authority. He was rather distant to his children who
preferred to approach their mother for all their needs and requests.
Sidique said if he wanted to go to the cinema, he would tumn to his
mother.

Stern fathers in the old days only revealed their soft spot to the
youngest child in the family. Especially among Malay families, the anak
bongsu is often pampered and coddled by the rest of the family, as in the
case of Marina Yusoff, their adopted daughter. Mahmood, as the young-
est among his siblings, often accompanied his father when he made
house visits to his patients. Unlike Sidique, Mahmood remembers him
with nostalgia bordering on adoration.

During the Japanese Occupation, with the family car confiscated by
the Japanese, Mahmood and his father went about in a rickshaw.
Kelantan was then rather backward and infrastructure such as roads
and bridges was not well-developed. According to Mahmood, visits to
the rural places could be very rough and uncomfortable, going by boat
and walking into the kampung.

1 interviewed a retired teacher, the 75-year-old Hussein Mohamad,
in April 1992 as he knew the family well. As a teacher he had taught
all the Merican boys in school, except Carleel. He was full of admira-
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tion and respect for Dr Ali Merican. He said that Dr Ali was a
disciplined man. While strict, he also had a kind heart and would not
charge patients from the villages if they were poor and could not afford
to pay for the medicine.

In 1939, Dr Merican made a wise decision to buy a piece of land of
about one and a half acres to build the family house, Pondok K'Seena.
He paid $2,500, considered a princely sum in those days. At that time,
the area was surrounded by padi land.

Japanese Occupation

Dr Ali was far-sighted. Just before the Japanese landed in Kota Bharu,
he was given a picture of Emperor Hirohito by his Japanese friend
Baba-san. When the Japanese arrived in Kota Bharu, they began raping
women and ransacking houses to confiscate cars, radios and any items
they fancied. To protect his house and family, Dr Ali framed the picture
of the Japanese Emperor and placed it at the entrance to the house.
This ingenious idea deterred the soldiers from disturbing the house and
family as the Emperor was regarded as sacred by the Japanese.

The Japanese landed in Kota Bharu in December 1941, striking
terror in the hearts of the Kelantanese. During the Occupation, the
kind-hearted doctor gave refuge to several teacher friends; among
them were Hussain, Rahmat, Ahmad Zakaria, Bapoo Hashim, Mona
and her husband Yusoff. Their Chinese friends also stayed in their
house, wearing sarung and songkok to escape persecution by the Japa-
nese. Dr Ali and Mak Pok did not like to see idle people and their
boarders were asked to help out in the garden and in the dispensary
during the war years. Together with the family members, they worked
during the day and prayed at night. Sidique recalled that most of their
friends stayed with them until after news of the fall of Singapore was
received.

Dr Ali was feared by many because of his temper; he seldom lost his
temper but when he did he was not worried about the consequences of
his actions. During the Japanese Occupation, Carleel remembered
that he even had the audacity to punch a Japanese soldier. Despite
repeated requests not to demand from the clinic staff distilled water for
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his car battery, the soldier continued to harass the staff. Dr Ali had
already explained to the soldier that the distilled water, which took a
long time to produce, was solely meant to mix medicines for patients.
One day, when the soldier physically abused his clinic staff while
demanding distilled water, Dr Ali lost his temper and punched the
soldier. Confronted with the angry doctor, the soldier timidly left the
dnpem.m in haste. If such an action had been taken by any normal
citizen, the consequences would have been dire for him and his whole
family. But fortunately Dr Ali had the support and backing of his
friend Baba-san who held a senior position in the Japanese Military
Administration.

Dr Ali was known as an Anglophile and supporter of the British but
this did not mean that he liked the colonial system. However, one can
casily argue that the British administration was better than the cruel
Japanese Military Administration.

Tan Sri Yacoob bin Mohamed, a family friend, recalled that Dr Ali
passed away in June 1945, one month before the British Army landed
on the beach of Sabak, about four miles from Kota Bharu. The Allied
planes flew over Kora Bharu on a bombing raid the day he was taken ill.
He died with the happy assurance that the British were returning to
free Malaya from the Japanese. Sorely missed by his family, friends and
patients, his sudden death left his widow Che Pok alone to raise and
educate her children.

Public Recognition

Dr Ali Osman Merican's services to the state of Kelantan did not go
unrecognised as after his death, a road next to Pondok K'Seena was
named after him in the 1950s.

Concluding Remarks

To sum up, Dr Ali Osman Merican was a man of many talents who was
lly gifted with intelli e, energy and a sense of adventure. In

those days, Kelantan was a remote place and Dr Ali had the pioneering

spirit to uproot himself and his family to migrate there. Although he

dabbled in gold and iron-ore mining, his forte was his medical practice.
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He got along well with people, friends and patients alike. As such, he
was an extremely successful private medical practitioner and was a
pointed as Royal Physician to the Kelantan Royal Family. In appreci
tion of his services to Kelantan, the Sultan honoured him by allowing
him a special burial plot and a road posthumously named after him.




Chapter 7

The War Years

“How far a little candle throws his beams!
So shines a good deed in a naughty world."
~ William Shakespeare

The Merican family did not suffer much during the Japanese Occupa-
tion of Malaya. In fact, they were able to help their friends, especially
the Chinese, by giving them refuge in their house.

In 1931-32, the Japanese army invaded Manchuria and set up a
puppet kingdom in the country. This act of aggression shocked the
world and stirred anti-Japanese feelings in Malaya, especially among
the Chinese population. In Singapore, the overseas Chinese angry with
the aggression organised a boycott of all Japanese goods and enterprise.
In Malaya, the Chinese community united to raise funds to help their
mother country.

Suddenly, towards the end of 1941, the local press reported that all
Japanese residents in Singapore had been ordered by the Japanese
government to return to Japan. This was an ominous sign which
Malayans did not take seriously enough.

On the night of 7 December 1941, bombs were dropped on Singa-
pore. The next day the shocking news was received that the pride of
the British navy in the Far East, HMS Prince of Wales and HMS
Repulse, had been attacked by Japanese daredevil pilots. Both battle-
ships were sunk.
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The Japanese had studied shrewdly the defences of Singapore and
knew that the entire northemn part of Singapore was unfortified and
open to a surprise attack from the mainland. The British had wrongly
assumed that invasion must come from the seaward side of the island.

The first landing of the Japanese in the north of Malaya was at Kota
Bharu on 11 November 1941. The Japanese troops rapidly advanced
southward towards Singapore. The British forces were unable to cope
with the enemy forces trained in jungle warfare. Ipoh, the capital of
Perak, fell around Christmas Day. Then Kuala Lumpur, the administra-
tive capital of Malaya, fell and the British forces retreated further
southward. European and Asians alike began to feel real fear. Malayans
became panic-stricken and started applying for passports and booking
reservations on ships to Australia, India, Europe and the Dutch East
Ind

How did the war affect the Merican family? The people in Kelantan
went through hard times though to a lesser degree than in other states.
Where food was concerned they were not so badly off, being a rural
economy; the Kelantanese were used to growing the staple crop of rice

and planting vegetables.

Despite the usual war hardships, the Merican family had sufficient
food and supplemented it by planting ubi kayw and other vegetables in
the compound. My husband likes to boast that he was once a “cowboy”
(more accurately described as a cowherd!). Mak Pok had decided to
keep several cows in their large compound. Together with their gar-
dener Pak Kadir, her sons not only looked after the cows, but helped to
milk them for her to make condensed milk. Condensed milk was a rare
food item during the war. Their resourceful mother made condensed
milk herself, not only to feed her family but to sell to undemourished
families, pregnant women and mothers nursing their babies. This also
provided Mak Pok with a welcomed income of her own.

Carleel was then a medical student in the King Edward VII College
in Singapore. My husband told me the amazing story of how he strug-
gled back to Kota Bharu by car, bicycle and on foot. It must have been
a hazardous and tiring journey home. (More of this in a later chapter.)

When the Japanese planes started to bomb Malaya and Singapore
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repeatedly, many who could not escape by sea went to the countryside
to avoid the bombing. My family in Kuala Lumpur did that. The British
government tried to evacuate as many people as it could, mostly Euro-
pean civilians. There was hope that the Americans were on the way to
help us but it turned out to be a false rumour. At the time we did not
even know about the disastrous attack by the Japanese on the Ameri-
can navy at Pearl Harbor.

By the end of the January, the British forces had retreated towards
Johor Bahru, the last town on the mainland. By 2 February, the British
forces had withdrawn completely from Johor Bahru and had blown up
the Causeway to try to prevent the Japanese from making an overland
attack on Singapore. The blowing up of the Causeway meant cutting
off the island from its main water supply in Johor. Hence, there was
only a limited supply of water in Singapore from the two reservoirs on
the island. On Sunday, 15 February, there was a slackening of enemy
gunfire. The Japanese planes secemed to be taking a short rest. Then
came the shocking news that the British had surrendered. Thus began
the Japanese Occupation of Malaya and Singapore which is likened to
a reign of terror.

In carly 1942, Japan’s navy, army and air forces appeared to have
won in the Pacific and occupied their new territories of Syonan (Sin-
gapore), Malai (Malaya) and the Dutch East Indies. The Japanese
civilian administration functioned side by side with the military au-
thorities. The Jag military ad ion brought terror to the
people. Many stories circulated of those who were slapped and physi-
cally abused for not bowing and showing respect every time they passed
Japanese sentry points. Those who were suspected of being loyal to the
British or listened to English broadcasts on the radio were appre-
hended, tortured and imprisoned. Many people, including the father of
our next door neighbour in Ipoh, only returned from prison at the end
of the Occupation and he was considered lucky to be alive. Apparently,
spies had informed the Japanese that he had been listening to the
English news.

The J civil administration reopened schools in Malaya and
Singapore. Mahmood, born in 1935 and the youngest in the family, was
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old enough to attend school with his brothers and sister in Kota Bharu.
Apart from being made to memorise Japanese songs by their teachers,
they did not learn much. Each day started with a school assembly. The
principal, the staff and students lined up in the compound, facing the
Japanese flag of the Rising Sun. They had to bow very low until their
bodies were at right angles to their legs. This was repeated twice. Then
they had to sing the Japanese national anthem. Finally the whole
school would sing the solemn Japanese song of dedication to the
Emperor.

Knowing that some of their friends and others were suffering in
Japanese concentration camps, the Merican family, especially their
father, longed for the day of liberation from the Japanese. As all cars
had been confiscated by the Japanese, most people had to walk or cycle
out of sheer necessity. During this time my family lived in Kuala
Lumpur and my father, who had been appointed a food-controller, was
fortunately allowed to continue using his car. We had sufficient food
which was supplemented by growing our own ubi kayu.

The local Chinese were especially harshly treated by the Japanese.
In the early days of the invasion, many Chinese teachers and family
friends took refuge in the Merican home. They disguised themselves as
Malays, wearing songkok and sarung. Being born and bred in Kelantan,
it was not difficult for them to converse in Kelantanese Malay fluently.

As the Japanese Occupation dragged on, the shortage of rice be-
came increasingly acute. Wheat flour was no longer available as the
Japanese authorities took the entire supply for their own use. Bread was
made from tapioca or comn flour and the loaves on sale were as hard as
bricks. They had to be steamed before they could be sliced. Similarly
with noodles, which, formerly made of wheat, were now made of
tapioca or sago flour. Beef and poultry were sold at exorbitant prices.

In August 1945, news came that the Americans had dropped atom
bombs on two Japanese cities and that the Japanese Emperor had
ordered his army to surrender. This news brought relief to Malayans but
the hardship did not end even with the liberation. Many people who
had sold their land and houses to survive had only Japanese notes
which were not redeemed by the British government. These notes were
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useless paper money, called “banana notes” because during the latter
part of the Occupation, food and other commodities had become so
pensive that the Jay money could purchase very little.

Looking back over the war, the Merican family did not suffer too
much during the Japanese Occupation. They were not harmed or
molested by Japanese soldiers because their house was protected by a
letter their father received from his Japanese friend. The family had
sufficient food to eat; like others they supplemented bought food items
by growing vegetables and potatoes on their land.

Deprived of his car, Dr Merican arranged with a trishaw man to
fetch him daily to and from work. He also used the trishaw to visit his
patients, often accompanied by his youngest son Mahmood.

With every cloud, there is a silver lining. During the Japanese
Occupation the Merican boys did not idle away their time. When the
villagers ransacked the houses vacated by British families fleeing from
Kota Bharu, they brought the books they found to the house in ex-
change for food. With their normal schooling interrupted, the boys
spent much of their time reading the books. Consequently they devel-
oped a good command of the English language which became an asset
in the later years of their schooling.

In 1945 Dr Ali Merican received the joyful news that the Japanese
Occupation would end soon with the victorious return of the British.
Sadly he did not live to see this day as he died of cardiac arrest as
British planes flew over Kota Bharu. Mak Pok was thus left with the
task of raising her children as a single parent which she did admirably
as the following chapter reveals.
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Chapter 8

Che Pok Abdullah

“_.. If children live with tolerance

They leam to be patient,

If children live with encouragement

They leamn confidence,

If children live with praise

They leam to appreciate,

If children live with faimess

They leamn justice,

If children live with security

They leam to have faith,

If children live with approval

They learn to like themselves."
- Dorothy Law Nolte

Background

A year after | met Mahmood, [ had the opportunity to meet his mother,
popularly called Mak Pok. Apparently she would occasionally visit her
son in Johor Bahru where he worked as a houseman in the General
Hospital. With very fair complexion, she looked Chinese to me but in
other ways she was Malay. She spoke Malay with a Penang accent in a
slow, deliberate fashion, wore a kebaya with a set of kerongsang and had
her hair tied up neatly into a sangul (bun). She struck me as someone
very refined, disciplined, gentle and calm.
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In appearance and speech, Mak Pok appeared in every respect a
Malay. Actually, both her parents were Chinese but she was brought up
as a Malay when her mother Tok Teh left her first husband and married
Junid, her second husband. When her mother left Penang to live in
Kedah, she took along her children, Tan Cheng Guan, Tan Swee Nee
(Che Pok) and Che Din.

I learnt about the family scandal from the Merican brothers. Meet-
ing Tok Teh and seeing her so tall and dignified with her white hair
combed into a neat knot, it was hard to imagine that she was capricious
enough to elope. The family members can only speculate on the reason
for her elopement. According to one source, she was not well treated
by her in-laws and so she decided to run away with her Malay admirer.

Another story was that she was seen by the dashing Malay Prison
Officer, Encik Junid, sweeping the verandah of her house every day.
Junid was so strongly attracted to Tok Teh that he decided to persuade
her to elope with him. Yet another source reveals that Tok Teh was an
independent-minded woman who did not get along with her husband.
Details of Junid's courtship are not known.

I cannot ascertain whether it was hypnotism, the use of Malay
charms or plain falling in love which explains Tok Teh's impetuous
decision to leave her Chinese husband. But like any mother, she could
not leave her offspring behind. She brought along her son Cheng Guan
and her daughter Swee Nee (Che Pok) when she eloped with Junid.
Upon marriage, she converted to Islam and brought up her Che Pok as
a Muslim. Typical of Chinese families, boys are highly valued compared
to girls and Tok Teh's husband immediately came to reclaim his son
Cheng Guan, allowing her to keep her daughter. Consequently, Cheng
Guan lived and grew up as a Chinese while his sister Che Pok grew up
as a Malay Muslim in Kedah. Che Pok spoke Hokkien and Malay with
a Penang accent.

When | married Mahmood, his grandmother, whom he referred to
as Tok Teh, was still alive and robust in her 70s. She struck me as a
handsome, fierce and independent-minded woman. It was unusual in
those days to see a woman smoking publicly, let alone smoking a cigar
or “cheroot”. | was thus surprised when Mahmood told me one day in



THE MERICAN CLAN

Singapore where | was a university undergraduate that he was buying
some cigars to take home to Kelantan for his grandmother.

Tok Teh was more than 80 when she died. In fact, she was still
strong and healthy — unfortunately, one day she fell down the stairs in
her kampung house after taking ablutions before performing her prayers.
The bathroom in the kampung was located outside the house and the
stairs were wet and slippery. Mahmood and 1 attended her funeral in
Alor Setar.

To this day, | can still picture her standing tall and erect, dressed in
anyonya kebaya top and a batik sarung with her white hair combed into
asmall bun. She used to shock me with her unique habit of latah, a trait
not uncommon then among elderly women, who, when startled, began
uttering a series of unsavoury words.

Childhood

Tok Teh gave birth to four children while she was married to her first
husband. The eldest daughter died while very young. Her second child
was Cheng Guan (now deceased), followed by Che Pok (died in 1982)
and Che Din (deceased). Her marriage to her second husband Junid
produced two children — Fatimah (popularly called Mummy Kechik)
and Ismail (deceased) who was so keen on football that he was nick-
named “kaki bola”. The family lived in Sungei Petani where Junid was
working as the Chief Prisons Officer. Upon his retirement, the family
moved to Alor Sertar. Junid died shortly after that.

Like her mother before her, Mak Pok lived a long and fruitful life.
According to Sidique, her age seemed stuck at 47 for a long tme.
Without a birth certificate to indicate her exact age, her sister Fatimah
assumes that she must have been over 70 when she died in 1982 in
Kota Bharu. Luckily, when | contacted her in April 1992, Fatimah
Junid could still clearly remember Mak Pok, her elder half-sister.

Modem working girls like my daughter will bridle with anger to
learn that in the old days girls were not allowed to attend school. They
were supposed to stay at home to acquire domestic skills such as
cooking and sewing. Her sons remember Mak Pok sewing beaded and
embroidered slippers which were fashionable then. Sidique told me
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that when their adopted sisters got married, Mak Pok sewed these
slippers for herself and for his sisters to wear at their weddings. As in all
aspects of her work, she was very meticulous and painstaking to a high
standard of domestic skills seldom seen nowadays.

Unlike Fatimah, Mak Pok was more interested in cooking than
sewing although she leamt both skills. Her flair for cooking proved
very useful in later life after her husband died. To help support her
children, she did what she was good at — by catering food to the school
canteen opposite the family home.

Marriage

Marriage in those days had nothing to do with romantic courtship and
falling in love. As there was no such practice as dating, a marriage
between a boy and a girl was carefully arranged by interested parties or
a matchmaker. The marriage of Che Pok to Dr Ali Merican was
interestingly arranged by the first wife.

Che Fatimah (Khoo Phaik Suat), Dr Ali's first wife, gave birth to
only one child, Carleel. An active and modern woman for her time,
she learned to drive a motorcar which was a daring thing for a woman
to do in those days. When she was pregnant with her second child, she
met with a car accident and lost her child. Soon after she suffered from
poor health and could not conceive. She decided to encourage her
husband to marry one of her family friends, believing that a friend-
cum-relative would be kinder to her child than a total stranger. She
was right for as Carleel himself said, he could not have wished for a
more caring stepmother. He addressed her as Kak (elder sister) Pok and
she treated him as both brother and son.

In those days arranged marriages were the norm. The first wife
Fatimah went to see Tok Teh and Tok Junid to ask for the hand of Che
Pok as her husband's second wife. Initially Che Pok’s parents were not
keen to let her become a second wife bur they finally relented after
seven or eight visits. Fatimah attended the wedding of her husband to
Che Pok and personally went up to the new bride to put the symbolic
gold chain round her neck. Modern women will find that hard to do as
we cannot even contemplate the idea of sharing our husbands with
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another wife, let alone bless the marriage. Either it was the accepted
custom then or she was a stoic woman who accepted the reality that
since she could not fulfill her husband's needs, it was preferable that
her husband married a woman of her choice.

Family

Unlike the first wife, Che Fatimah, who was fiery by nature, Che Pok
was patient and tolerant. She exercised great patience with her hand-
some husband who had a roving eye. Soon after their marriage in
Sungei Petani, Dr Ali Merican married a Penang girl by the name of
Alif Fabee, daughter of Bulan Sawa. He had also two Thai girlfriends.
When Dr Merican decided to leave Penang for good to settle down in
Kota Bharu, Mak Pok was the only wife prepared to follow him.
Considering that she had been married off at the tender age of 17, she
must have been very brave to agree to set up house with her husband
in a new and unfamiliar town on the remote east coast.

Soon after settling down in Kota Bharu, Dr Ali Merican returned to
Penang to fetch Carleel's mother to Kota Bharu and divorce Alif
Fabee. They brought along two adopted daughters, Mona (a Malay)
and Bibi (a Chinese), and lived above the dispensary. Both Mona and
Bibi have since passed away.

Although calm and patient, Mak Pok could be very firm and was
determined to ensure that her husband toe the line and remain faithful
to her. From the time they migrated to Kelantan until he died in 1945,
Dr Merican did not marry any other woman.

In those days, a husband would take a second wife on the excuse
that his wife was lacking in some way. Dr Ali Merican had no such
excuse. Mak Pok was by all counts a good wife. Not only was she a loyal
wife and a devoted mother, she was also intelligent and resourceful. On
her own initiative, she passed the St John's Ambulance test without
being able to read English. With some coaching from her husband on
first aid, she practised bandaging on her sons.

From her upbringing she learned to speak Hokkien and Malay. She
learned English on her own and could understand conversation well
though she did not speak the language. | was surprised to learn that
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Mak Pok and her husband used to quarrel in Hokkien; perhaps they did
not want their children to be a party to their occasional friction.

Knowing that her husband was very sociable, Mak Pok joined him
and his friends, Jackie Khms parcms, in learning ballroom dancing
and playing badmi ding to Sidique, Ezanee was
their dance instructor!

She was an excellent cook and pampered her children with an array
of dishes. As a good hostess, she was used to her husband’s and sons'
friends dropping by the house for meals. She was a confident housewife
with a flair for supervising her servants. According to a family friend,
Che Wan Nor Hashim, Mak Pok was extremely organised. Not only
did she arrange her provisions neatly in the store, she also devised a
system of food menu for the week.

Achievements
Che Pok’s reputation in Kelantan as an cxcmplary mulhcr preceded
her. In 1958, prior to my to N d, I was 1l

nervous at my first meeting with her as my prospective mother-in-law.
Hearing about her virtues as an exemplary mother, | was at first intimi-
dated but on closer acquaintance, she proved to be a caring, wise and
understanding mother-in-law.

Nowadays, we tend to view a person’s value by the kind of job or
profession she holds. However in the old days when women did not, as
a rule, go out to work, a woman's worth was measured by the way she
managed her home and children and by her ingenuity in earning and
managing her own income.

Mak Pok was certainly skilful in managing her children without
having to resort to threats or bribes. She had implicit faith in her
children and they never let her down. I have never heard her criticise
any of her children. This is probably one of the secrets of her success as
a mother. She was patient and gentle with her children and guided
them firmly in their behaviour and motivated them in their studies. As
long as her sons attended school, she left them to decide when to
complete their homework. In fact, Sidique said that they used to do
their homework at night at the kitchen table but not much work was
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done as they were busy discussing sports and scouting. She never
complained about the long absences of her children from home, either
for education, sports or travel.

All her children remember her with fondness and gratitude. Carleel
has every reason to be grateful to Mak Pok. After the Japanese Occu-
pation, she insisted he continued his medical studies when he was
undecided about his future. He was in his first year at the King Edward
VII College of Medicine when the Japanese attacked Malaya. After
the war, he toyed with the idea of doing business or opening a restau-
rant. It is fortunate for the medical profession that Carleel heeded the
advice of Mak Pok and 1 to Singapore to plete his medical
course.

Mak Pok could be very stubborn and determined once she was set
on a course of action. This trait is also noticeable in her children. Once
she had made up her mind it was difficult to influence her otherwise.
After her husband’s death, she was determined to provide her sons with
a good education and to keep the property intact even though the
family lawyer advised that according to Syariah law it must be subdi-
vided.

Mak Pok was highly regarded in the Kelantan circles; friends and
relatives extol her virtues as a loving and dedicated mother. Before |
married Mahmood, Mak Pok used to visit him when he was working in
the General Hospital in Johor Bahru. During her visits, she would take
all his trousers and shirts out of his cupboard to sew back the missing
buttons or mend any tears. It is difficult for any modern woman to
emulate her. | am often reminded by my husband that she never nagged
or scolded her husband or children.

Mak Pok may appear initially to be cold and distant for she was not
a demonstrative person. However, her children knew that she loved
them deeply. A family friend, Puan Esah bt Hamzah, recalled visiting
the house and finding Mak Pok dressing Malek's fingers. She had
assigned Malek and Mahmood to take care of some cows and Malek
had cut his fingers while cutting grass to feed the cows.

In the difficult postwar period Mak Pok’s resourcefulness and busi-
ness instinct surfaced. During the Japanese Occupation, there was a
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food shortage in Kelantan and her husband was worried that pregnant
mothers were not getting enough nourishment. Mak Pok decided to
rear some cows so that she could make condensed milk to feed her
family as well as to sell at the clinic. Her husband allowed her to keep
the proceeds from the sale of the condensed milk which was a popular
food item during the Occupation.

Although outwardly undemonstrative, Mak Pok was very sentimen-
tal about the old family house, Pondok K'Seena (which she partially
helped to finance from her savings). When I came to know her well, [
could see that she also loved jewellery and took great pleasure in
matching the pieces with her dresses. According to Sidique there were
difficult rimes when she had to take her jewellery quietly to their family
friend Mrs Phang who owned a pawnshop near the river. When her
finances improved she would redeem them. Her children never knew
or were told of her financial problems until they became adults. A stoic
woman, she was prepared to sacrifice for her much-loved family. Sidique
said that it was only in the 1960s that Mak Pok felt financially well off
and secure.

Mak Pok also had other ways of earning her own money. When they
first settled in Kota Bharu, they noticed that many people were suffer-
ing from skin diseases. Dr Ali encouraged his wife to sell ubat paru-paru
at his dispensary. She also mobilised her sons to help her scrape coco-
nuts to make coconut oil to sell at the dispensary.

Kak (elder sister) Esah, a close family friend, described Mak Pok as
a thrifty person and said that she used to set aside her money as savings.
Apparently she used her income to buy jewellery and partially paid for
Pondok K'Seena. The wooden house was dismantled and taken from
Tumpat to where it stands now at Jalan Teliput in Kota Bharu.

Mak Pok's managerial qualities surfaced when her husband died and
their estate administrator tried to take advantage of them. Without
formal education or literacy, she took over the administration of the
estate. She was determined that her husband's property would remain
intact. She continued the dispensary by employing doctors to manage
it until her sons were qualified to take over. Above all she was deter-
mined to provide her sons with a university education.
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1 asked Carleel during a conversation about his impressions of Mak
Pok. He agreed that she was very calm and self restrained. He had
seldom ever seen her losing her temper or displaying her emotions
openly. Upon her husband'’s death, she ised the same discipli
and restraint. Because Dr Ali had suffered several heart attacks and
Carleel had had to prescribe morphine to relieve his pain, they ex-
pected that he would not last long. She accepted her husband's death
as a matter of course but showed unusual emotion when the hearse left
their family house accompanied by the men (the women were not
expected at the cemetery). Suddenly leaving the women ar the door of
the house, she ran to the gate waving a last farewell to her husband’s
hearse.

It is customary for Muslims to hold a kenduri to recite prayers for the
dead. As a loyal and devoted wife, she arranged for a kenduri for her
deceased husband for 40 nights. She personally cooked the food for the
30 to 40 people who came to recite the prayers. In memory of her
husband she had a tombstone similar to that of her father-in-law Che
Teh's in Penang erected for her hushand.

As a caring mother, she was always there for her children. Several
years ago, when Ezanee had a heart attack and was warded in the Kota
Bharu General Hospital, Mahmood and I went to visit him. There |
found Mak Pok busy in the kitchen cooking bird's nest soup for him.
Influenced by her Chinese background, she believed in the healing
properties of the soup.

Not every woman finds it easy to get along with her mother-in-law.
I was lucky with mine. | found her very understanding and tactful. She
accepted all her sons’ choice of wives. Whenever she visited the homes
of her daughters-in-law, she would never criticise or interfere with the
management of the house and the servants.

Of all her attributes, | am most impressed by the way she brought up
her children, having experienced how hard it is to discipline mine.
Once | asked her the secret of her success in bringing up her children.
She smiled enigmatically but did nor give me a direct answer.

In fact, another typical trait | noticed in Mak Pok was her indirect-
ness. It is typical of the old Malay world where one was trained to be
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Juall

tactful and to approach an imp matter for di
and delicately. In other words you don’t call a spade a spade. It is
fascinating to see how this works when a representative is sent to a
girl’s house to ask for her hand. Flowery and poetic language is em-
ployed to raise the matter indirectly, such as saying “I hear that there
is a beautiful flower in your garden in which a bee is interested ..." This
practice is based on the principle that you do not hurt feelings or let
anyone “lose face”, hence the use of a representative to convey a
proposal for marriage.

[ have observed her dealing with my children effectively. She would
seldom order them to do something. Instead she would ask them gently
and they would react to her positively. She also befriended them by
telling them bedside stories. She made me realise that my four children
were different and, however difficult they were, we must accept them
for what they are.

During his growing years, | found my second son Azhar, in particu-
lar, to be rather unmanageable — to me he was very boisterous and
rebellious. As a hard-pressed working mother, 1 wished | had her
patience in coping with my young ones. Azhar was intelligent and
mischievous too. | will relate one of his childhood pranks.

During one of Mak Pok’s visits to Kuala Lumpur, Azhar, then about
four years old, was playing at the stairs, placing his face between the
bars and using his legs to move a trolley on the other side of the stairs.
1 was busy entertaining my relatives at lunch and told him to stop but
he refused. Suddenly, I heard a cry and found Azhar’s head between the
bars of the stairs. It was a hilarious scene for my daughter Sarina and
niece Soraya and they were laughing and giggling, not the least con-
cerned about the gravity of the situation.

I was frantic but Mak Pok was calm and experienced in dealing with
childish pranks. In my frantic state, she appeared slow in offering a
solution but this is a typical trait shared by her son Mahmood, who at
certain times also appears slow and thorough in deliberating a problem.
Finally Mak Pok offered a few suggestions on how to release Azhar’s
head while waiting for his father to come home. One option was to
shave his hair or apply soap to his hair to make it easier to push his
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head through the bars. It was extremely difficult for me to think clearly
when Azhar was screaming with fright in the background. Before we
could decide what best to do, my husband came home. Luckily he was
as calm and unruffled as his mother. In the meantime, Azhar was
screaming his head off as he knew he was in trouble. He only stopped
crying when he saw his father arriving with a jack from the car to prise
the bars apart for me to push his head through. We only succeeded after
three attempts!

Azhar was so aggressive and belligerent during his ck i years
that at one stage | wanted to send him away to a boarding school.
Thanks to the patience and wisdom of Mak Pok and my husband 1 did
not do sa, otherwise | would have lost the opportunity of seeing him
grow and develop. As a grandmother, Mak Pok shared a special bond
with Azhar; she found him interesting. Both of them shared a great
sense of adventure and curiosity about new things.

She was loyal to her family and they reciprocated fully. She had the
special quality of inspiring loyalty from her sons and daughter. | have
never heard any of her children criticise her. They have been staunchly
loyal, courteous and respectful to her. It is most refreshing to see the
way they treat their mother especially today when children tend to
ignore or even scold their mothers. Mak Pok's children may have
disagreed with her but they were never disagreeable to her. I asked
Mummy Kechik, her sister, whether she had any favourites. She replied
that Mak Pok treated all of her children equally. She carried out her
motherly duties diligently.

The modern working woman may accuse her of pampering her sons
in doing so much for them. For example, she would shell crabs for her
son Ezanee, who otherwise would not eat them or shell and skin
rambutans and chill them in the refrigerator for her children to have
their dessert after meals. We must remember that in the old days
servants were available and her sons were not required to help with
domestic work. Furthermore, in the traditional Asian concept only
females are required to perform housework.

I really missed Mak Pok when she passed away after a brief illness.
Her success in bringing up her sons to be prominent citizens had earned
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Che Pok Abdullah

the respect of all Kelantanese. On her death in 1982, the Sultan of
Kelantan allowed her to be buried beside her husband in the enclosed
burial grounds at Langgar which is also the cemetery for the Kelantan
Royal Family.

Mak Pok had survived hard times — from the moment when as a
child bride she followed her husband to Kelantan to start a new life and
through the Japanese Occupation and the postwar period as a widow
left with raising her children.

The Speaker of the Senate (Dewan Negara) Tan Sri Yacoob bin
Mohamed, who once lived with the family from 1946 to 1948 when he
was studying in Kota Bharu, recalls Mak Pok as a role model for
mothers. To quote him: “From my observation, Che Pok raised her
children with love, kindness and care. The children adored her and we,
the temporary residents in Pondok K'Seena, admired and respected her
greatly. The children were obedient and brilliant in their studies.”

Typical of Che Pok’s character, she did what was necessary and
desirable for her family without fuss or complaint. She has certainly left
a strong and enduring influence on her children; they all possess the
old world charm and values of integrity, honesty, industry, courtesy and
respect for others.

It is truly said that the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.



Che Teh's family ar 130 Western Road, Penang (1922)
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Kassim Merican who married my aunt, Che Nengah.
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Above: Ahmad Daud with some of his
velatives in Penang

Left: Ahmad Daud’s parents.




Above: Bun's eldest son, Rahim

Mencan.

Right: Bun's second son, Tamin
Merican.
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Wedding of Dato’ Akmad Merican'’s parents
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Dato’ Ahmad Merican and his family.



Left: Basha Merican with his
wife and daughter, Zurina.
Below: Basha Merican (back
row, third from left) and his
family.



Right: Dr Ali Osman Merican in
Malay costume.

Below: Dr Ali Osman Merican
and his friends.
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Dr Ali Osman Merican in the uniform of the Volunteer Force before the war.



Che Pok Abdullah, wife of Dr Ali Osman Merican.
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Left: Che Pok with her mother, Tok
Teh.

Below: Che Pok (sitting, third from
left) with her children and relatives
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Young Carleel with his mother, Fatimah.
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Lefe: Carleel with his eldest daughter in
Kota Bhan

Below: Dato’ Dr Carleel Merican (centre)
with his brothers.
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Left: Wedding of Ezance Merican and
Jeanne.

Below: Ezanee (front row, far left) and
his Ismail English School Senior Cam-
bridge Certificate classmates (1947).

.
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Sidique Mevican (back row, fifth from left) and other patrol leaders with their
scout master, Kota Bharu (1948).
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Young Sidique Merican with his trophies, Kota Bharu (1949)
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Right: Sidique becomes the  Kelantan's Siddique First
fastest man in Malaya i
(1949). ! z,

Below: The wedding of
Sidigue  Merican  and
Fatmah in Penang (1963).
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Sidique visits the Great Wall of China (1972).
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Right: Lylone and Malek as toddlers
in the Kota Bharu dispensary.

Below: Wedding of Lylone Merican
and Roslan Endut in Kota Bharu
(1965).




Above: Young Gak, Malek's wife.

Left: Malek and Mahmood with their
mother Che Pok Abdullah n Kota
Bharu
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Malek Merican reccives the Perfect Boy Auard in 1951
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Malek Merican in his Cambridge graduation robes (1956).
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Left: Malek receives an award
from the Yang diPertuan Agong.

Below: Malek represents the
Treasury at a signing ceremany,
Kuala Lumpur.



Right: Mahmood as a small boy in
Kota Bharu (1940).

Below: Young Mahmood with his
mother and grandmother.




Mahmum( (fvmu row, second from left) and \lukk (smndm,: far Lm with mhn
Ismail English School prefects (1950)

Mahmood (umml Tow, fllh from left) with his School Certificate classmates
ind teachers, Ismail English School (1950)



Abote (left): Mahmood with his Per-
fect Boy Award (December 1950).

Above (right): Mahmood Merican,
in his MBBS graduation vobes. with
s mother (1958).

Righe: Mahmaood becomes an Honor-
ary Fellow of the FRCPS, Glasgow.
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Above: Mahmood, as Master of the Acad-
emy of Medicine in Malaysia, presents the
first Prime Minister of Malaysia Tiunku
Abdul Rahman wich an honorary AM
(1978)

Left: Mahmood receives his “dato’ship”
from the Sultan of Kelantan (1987).



Mahmood, as President of the Association of Private Hospitals, with the Prime Minister
of Malaysia, Dr Mahathir Mobamad, Kuala Lumpur (1993).

Mahmood with the Prime Ministers wife, Dr Siti Hasmah, at the
Sports for the Disabled Meet, Shah Alam (1996).
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SECTION TWO

The Present
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Photo: Carleel Merican, his daughter Naznillah, two granddaughters and great-grandsom,
Jake (Kota Bharu, 1997)



Chapter 9

Some Notable Personalities

“Oh, East is Fast, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,
Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God's great Judgement Seat;

But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth,
When two strong men stand face to face, though they come from

the ends of the earth!”

— Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), from The Ballad of East and West

1 have decided to place this chapter on notable personalities of the clan
here before 1 proceed to relate individual biographies of Dr Ali Osman
Merican’s children. Descending from the famous and wealthy ancestor
Kapitan Keling and his illustrious grandson, Che Teh of Penang, the
Merican clan has produced several prominent personalities. This chap-
ter attempts to give a brief description of some of them.

As mentioned in earlier chapters, Ahmad Osman Merican, or Che
Teh, was a descendent of Kapitan Keling from his marriage to a Kedah
princess. Like his grandfather, Che Teh became a wealthy merchant
and landowner in Penang. He had three wives: Che Chik (a Chinese),
Wan Aishah Abdul Kader and a Siamese woman.

The union of Che Teh and his second wife Hajah Wan Aishah
Abdul Kader produced the following children:

1 Khatijah Nachiar (died at age 14)

2 Sheik Mohamed Othman (“Pa’ Nat”)

m
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Fatimah Nachiar (“Cl
Dr Ali Osman (*Oss”)

Sheik Abdul Kadir Othman (*Chik”)
Sheik Hussain Othman (*Bun”)

Hj Habib Othman (“Bib")

Sheik Kassim Othman (*Johnny")
Sheik Basha Othman (*Ma’ Ba")

e Dan™)
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Sheik Mohamed Othman Merican, “Pa’ Nat”

(8 November 1888-December 1982)

The second child, Sheik Mohamed Othman Merican, or “Pa’ Nat”,
married four wives: Hajah Che Ah, Wan Long bt Mohd Hashim, Wan
Su bt Abdul Kadir and Noor Nahar bt Ali. Pa Nat was considered the
handsomest son in the family. His marriage to his first wife Che Ah was
arranged by his mother. The bride was related to his mother but Pa' Nat
did not take to her. Soon after he married the second wife Wan Long.
His third wife Wan Su produced nine children, one of whom is Rogayah
Merican (born 29 September 1927), or Rusini, who became a popular
Malay film actress and who now lives in Medan, Indonesia.

Fatimah Nachiar, “Che Dan”
(1 December 1889-19 July 1982)
The third child was Fatimah Nachiar, or “Che Dan”. Mummy Mariam,
Ma’ Ba’s widow, described Che Dan as “a very modern woman”™ in those
days in her dressing; Che Dan also drove a motor car, rare for women
at that time. Despite a rich father, Che Dan was not destined for a
happy life. Her first husband was Ariff, a wealthy Indian Muslim who
did business in Rangoon. He objected to her adopting a son, and left
her. Then Che Dan married her second hushand Tajuddin A Chunchie
who was a lecturer at Raffles College, Singapore. He met with a cruel
death during the Japanese Occupation. He went fishing one day and
was arrested by the Japanese who thought he was a spy. He was jailed
and tortured, and died in 1945.

Che Dan adopted several children: Ahmed Malvi Othman Merican,
Serene Abdullah, Mahani Abdullah and Daulat Tajuddin. In the last
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years of her life, she suffered from poor health and when my husband
and [ visited her at that time, she was no longer mentally lucid. It was
sad to see a person bedridden and confused who previously was so
strong willed and capable. Prior to her death, she lived in an apartment
in Singapore with her gest daughter Daulat and her husband.

Dr Ali Osman Merican, “Oss”

(29 December 1890-1945)

Che Teh's fourth child was Dr Ali Osman Merican. Among the sib-
lings, he appeared to have attracted the most attention but more
details of him and his children are given in other chapters.

Marina Yusoff Dr Ali Osman had several adopted daughters, one of
whom was Mona who was supposed to be the daughter of a relative.
Mona's eldest daughter Marina Yusoff is a well-known lawyer and
former UMNO politician. She was born in and grew up in Kota Bharu
where her teacher father was posted. She obtained her early education
in Zainab School in Kota Bharu. She excelled academically and went
on to study in Form VI at Victoria Institution in Kuala Lumpur. She
married at the age of 19 and persuaded her husband to accompany her
to study law in London.

Marina has the distinction of being the second Malay woman law-
yer after Siti Norma Yaacob (now an Appeal Court Judge). She quali-
fied as a barrister in 1965, at the Middle Temple, London.

On her return to Malaysia, she joined the Judicial Service and
served in various posts, including Senior Assistant Registrar and High
Court Magistrate, Kuala Lumpur. She resigned in 1971 to join Bank
Bumiputra as a Legal Adviser. Marina has been a member of the Bar
Council, a member of the UMNO Supreme Council and has held the
post of Deputy President in UMNO Wanita.

Marina has three children from her first marriage which ended in
divorce. She remarried and had two more children but sadly this
marriage too ended in divorce.

Although she won a seat on the UMNO Supreme Council in 1974,
she quit politics a year later, probably due to a lack of support from
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UMNO Wanita and criticism over her personal life. But she continued
to enjoy immense support from the men and in 1981, she won a
UMNO Supreme Council seat even though her nomination was not
endorsed by the Wanira wing. Marina later decided to join Semangat
46, the party formed by the group that broke away from UMNO, and
became one of its most visible leaders and vocal critics of the resur-
rected UMNO. Eventually she rejoined UMNO when Semangat 46
lost the national elections. Her commercial interests had suffered when
she was in the opposition and only after she left Semangat 46 did her
Marinara project finally take off.

1 now refer to a NST interview of Marina by Joceline Tan published
on 5 January 1997. Budding women politicians may wish to note her
comments: “You think all those women politicians are so successful
until you go to their homes” (where their houses and children are
neglected). She believes women should enter politics only when their
children are older and they are more mature to advise and lead.

Except for the youngest, her four children are working. She has also
rediscovered Islam following the tragic death of her daughter Selina in
a car crash. Her next project now is to begin a religious educational
foundation in Selina’s name.

To sum up, Marina was ahead of her time and is a testimony of how
much Malay women have achieved in a short span of 30 years. She
became a lawyer under her own steam and at a time when the profes-
sion was dominated by non-Malay men. Even now she is striding where
women still hesitate to venture.

The grandchildren of Dr Ali Merican have done well in their
studies and professions. More details about them will be found in the
following chapters.

Sheik Abdul Kadir Othman Merican, “Chik”

Che Tehs fifth child was Sheik Abdul Kadir Othman, or “Chik”. He
married three wives: Mariam Abdul Rahman, Hajah Aminah Bee and
Che Esah.
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He had a daughter, Fatimah Merican, popularly called Lily. Lily was
married to Ahmad Osman bin Nordin who was the Controller of Posts,
Northern Region. They had nine children (Hanum, Anwaruddin,
Basharuddin, Zaleha, Zainuddin, Zahara, Zariah, Zarina and Zuriah). [
came to know a few of Lily's successful children living in Kuala Lumpur.
Her second child Anwaruddin is the Managing Director/Chief Execu-
tive Officer of Petronas Dagang. A daughter, Zahara, is a lecturer in the
Faculty of Fine Arts, Institut Teknologi MARA and is an established
hatik artist. Another daughter, Zarina, is the Special Assistant to the
Mayor of Kuala Lumpur.

Sheik Hussain Othman Merican, “Bun”

(16 January 1896-6 December 1954)

The sixth child, Sheik Hussain Othman Merican, or “Bun”, was born
on 16 January 1896. He married three wives: Bibi bt O M Nordin,
Hajah Zaleha Md Taib and Hajah Che Kechik Md Taib, the second
and third wives being sisters. Bun’s third wife, Hajah Che Kechik (born
on 18 October 1916 in Penang), is popularly called “Mami”, or Che
Kechik Merican. She produced six children. Che Kechik must be very
proud to see how well all her children have turned out.

The eldest son Hj Rahim was born in Penang on 8 September 1931.
In 1939, his father took the family to Kelantan and Rahim continued
his education in a Malay school and then at Ismail English School
(later renamed Sultan Ismail College) from 1941 to 1950, when he
obrained his school certificate.

An active student, Rahim was captain of Wong House, Assistant
Class Monitor and represented his school in athletics, table tennis,
hockey and football. In 1952, he went to Kirkby Teachers' College,
Liverpool for a teachers' training course.

In 1961, he was appointed headmaster of the Lower Ismail Petra
School, Wakaf Mek Zainab, Kota Bharu and later headmaster of the
Lower Sultan Ibrahim Satu School in Pasir Mas.

Rahim has been active in social work and is a good organiser. The
tollowing are some of the many posts he has held: Treasurer of the Pasir
Mas Town Council; Chairman of the Pasir Mas Hospital Visitors'
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Committee; Committee Member of the Welfare Board, Pasir Mas;
Patron of the Kelantan Amateur Athletic Association; Assistant Man-
ager of the state contingent to the 1986 Malaysia Games; President of
the Kelantan Amateur Athletic Association; Team Manager of the
Malaysian Athletics Team to the 1968 Mexico Olympic Games; Vice
Chairman of the State School Sports Council; Chairman of the UMNO
Division at Limau Manis and Pasir Mas Town; Secretary of the Sta-
dium Committee, Kota Bharu and Deputy Chairman of the Semangat
46 Pasir Mas Division.

For his contribution to society he was awarded the Pingat Bakti
(PB), Ahli Kelantan (AK) and the Award for Excellence for the MSSK
in 1991. He retired in 1985.

Hj Abdul Rahim is married to Hajah Rahimah bt Abdullah. They
are delightfully inventive with the names of their six daughters and
only son:

Rooshida Merican (who is married to Dr Wan Mansbol Wan
Zain)

Dr Rooshaimi Merican (who is married to Mohamed Jaffar Dakim)
Roobica Merican

Roowina Merican (who is married to Mohd Isa Ibrahim)
Rosenina Merican (wha is married to Mohd Asri Hj Ahmad)
Dr Roonaliza Merican (who is married to Dr Mohd Zulkarnain
Sinor)

Rooshihan Merican (who is married to Shuhana Sulaiman)

own s s —
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Bun'’s second son, Hj Tamin Merican (bom 4 January 1933), has
been an outstanding sportsman since his schooldays. In the Ismail
English School, he played rugby, football and hockey, and was also an
athlete. He was awarded the State Trophy for athletics in 1953, 1963,
1967 and 1968. In 1963, he was awarded the Pingat Bakti by the Sultan
of Kelantan.

Tamin has also contributed greatly to sports development. He was
Assistant Manager/Coach to the Malaysian athletic team to the First
Asian Goodwill Track and Field Meet in Seoul, South Korea in 1973.
In September 1977, the Ministry of Youth, Culture and Sports sent him
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to accompany the Malaysian contingent to the First ASEAN Schools
Under-18 Championships in Jakarta. In April 1977, he was appointed
an athletics coach by the Ministry of Cult