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For Singapore and all her people.
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Prologue





  1812

 Moon Ling sat huddled on the deck of the junk, her hands clasped over her ears, trying desperately to block out the sound of the rising storm and the raging sea. She was cold and frightened. She tried to force her mind to focus on happier times. She remembered sitting by the river in the late afternoon sunshine, watching her mother cooking noodles over an open fire. In the distance, further downriver, Moon Ling could see her father mooring his boat, and dividing the day’s catch with his neighbour. Her younger sister sat by her mother’s side, singing an old song about a magic bird. She remembered the sunshine warm against her cheek, the cooking smells, and the sound of the gently rolling river in the background.
 A wave crashed over the bow of the junk, drenching her body as she sat on the exposed deck. Then the painful memory returned. She no longer had a mother, or a father, or a sister. They had all perished in the worst winter that anyone could remember in Fukien province. Her aunt Xue Zheng had dragged Moon Ling from their frozen bodies and had looked after her for a few months. But Xue Zheng was an elderly woman with a large family of her own, and she had been forced to sell Moon Ling to the owner of a travelling street opera. Moon Ling had a natural talent for singing and acting, and had quickly established herself as one of the leading players in the company. This year they were travelling by junk on the Northeast monsoon to the port city of Malacca on the Malayan Peninsula, which had become a major trading centre since it was founded by Iskander Shah centuries before. Although it no longer dominated the maritime trade as it had in the days of the Great Malaccan Sultanate, it remained a regional centre of commerce and was home to a thriving Chinese merchant community.
 Another wave crashed over the bow of the junk, this time with such force that it rolled Moon Ling onto her back on the crowded deck. The night sky was black as pitch. Suddenly a fork of lightning struck the mast of the junk, sending a violent shudder down the length of the deck. The mast and rigging collapsed and toppled over the side into the dark raging sea, narrowly missing Moon Ling, but carrying away some families and sailors who became entangled in the rigging. A howling gale ripped the night air, and huge waves spun the junk around, like a twig cast upon the great Yangtze River where it roars through Qutang Gorge. Moon Ling grasped her only baggage close to her chest––a sturdy lacquered wooden box that contained her face paints and powders, wrapped in an oilcloth to protect it from the rain and salt water. The next moment a gigantic wave lifted the junk clear out of the water and pitched its passengers into the black depths.
 As the darkness and cold engulfed her, Moon Ling clung desperately to her lacquered box and prayed. She prayed to her ancestors, and to Ma Cho Po, Queen of Heaven and protector of travellers and mariners. As she spun around in the water, gasping for air, she lost all track of time. She could not tell whether it was night or day. She could not tell how many seconds, minutes or hours passed before she began to notice the increasing warmth of the water, and the sand and stones under her body. The rolling surf drove her onto the shore of the island. Gulping in the air that she had fought for so desperately and so long, she almost passed out in relief at having survived. But she dragged herself forward, as the returning surf threatened to pull her lacquered box from her grasp. Clutching her only worldly possession to her breast, she made her way up the long stretch of beach, stumbling over the coconut shards that lined the shore, and collapsed behind a large rock at the edge of the jungle, where she fell into a deep and exhausted sleep.
 When she woke, the sun was already high in a clear blue sky, and its heat felt like a comforting warm blanket. Moon Ling had no idea where she was, and wondered if any other members of the opera troupe had survived. What would she do if they had not? How would she survive? The thirst and hunger that suddenly gripped her quickly crowded out these thoughts. She made her way cautiously through the dense foliage of the jungle, trying to overcome her fear of snakes and wild animals, and could scarcely contain her delight when she came upon a small stream and a rambutan tree heavily laden with fruit. She drank from the stream and gorged herself upon the rambutans, which fortified her spirit, and she came to appreciate that at least she was alive, wherever she might be.
 Then in the distance she heard shouting voices coming from the direction of the beach. Perhaps the mariners had managed to right the junk and save the company, and had come searching for her, she thought. She scrambled to her feet and made her way back quickly to the edge of the jungle, where she recognized the great rock in whose shadow she had recently slept, and grew excited at the prospect of her rescue. She was about to run down the beach to the water’s edge, when a grizzly sight stopped her dead in her tracks.
 She saw that the scattered coconut husks upon which she had stumbled the night before were not coconut husks at all, but the severed heads of men and women, some with their hair and skin still clinging to their skulls. Others had been picked clean by birds and animals, and bleached by the sun and sea. Her legs turned to jelly and she dropped to her knees beside the rock. She peered out at the party of fierce-looking men dragging their longboats ashore. Though she did not know where she was, she knew who these men were. They belonged to one of the many bands of pirates that brought death, slavery and terror to those who braved the voyage from China to the Nanyang.[1] She had thought the stories of their cruelty and depravity hard to believe when she had first heard them in Fukien, and again when the sailors on the junk had repeated them in all their gory detail. But now, as she kneeled at the edge of the silver white beach carpeted with human skulls and bones, she found them only too believable.
 She crouched behind the rock, terrified that she might have been seen. Yet she felt compelled to peer out at the pirates, as they drove forward a party of bound prisoners, jabbing them fiercely with their krisses[2] and spears. She watched in horror and disbelief as the pirates made sport with them, while gorging themselves on food and drink served to them by slave boys and girls. The pirates tied some prisoners to bamboo stakes that they had driven into the ground, and used them for archery practice. They roared in laughter as their arrows struck the unfortunate men, women and––the sight of it made her retch––children, in the head, chest, arms, legs and groin. The pirates buried others in the sand, and covered their heads with molasses. Then they watched in cruel glee as the ants devoured their eyes, their lips and their screams. Two young girls were raped repeatedly, and then had their living bodies torn apart in a bloody tug of war.
 Moon Ling watched this grisly display for hour upon hour, crouched upon her haunches behind the rock. She wanted to run as fast as her legs could carry her, but she dared not risk discovery by running along the beach or into the jungle. So she remained behind the rock most of the day, until she saw one of the pirates leave the company and make his way up the beach directly towards her. He was a tall Illanun pirate from the island of Mindanao in the Sulu Archipelago (although Moon Ling knew nothing of this). He was dressed in a short tunic and skirt, with dark swirling tattoos over his broad chest and his strong arms and legs. As he strode up the beach, he swung an ugly and bloody club by his side. Moon Ling made to raise herself and creep back into the jungle, but the muscles of her legs were so cramped in frozen terror that she fell over helpless on the sand beside the rock. As she lay there, dreading the pirate’s approach, she tried to pray, but her thoughts were crowded out by dreadful images of the young girls who had been abused by the pirates. She wished that she had a knife or some other weapon to end her life if she was caught. She wondered if she could suffocate herself by holding her breath––she had heard that this could be done, but did not know if she could do it.
 But hold her breath she did, as the pirate came closer and closer. He trampled crab shells and coconut shards and human remains underfoot. He was now so close that Moon Ling could hear his grotesque song, in some unfamiliar tongue. Just as she was sure that she was about to be discovered, the pirate suddenly stopped at the other side of the rock, where he proceeded to relieve himself with great noise and gratification, belching in chorus to his loud excretions.
 The smell was overpowering. Moon Ling clamped her hands over her mouth and nose, desperately trying to block it out and the sound of her own retching. An eternity seemed to pass as she lay trembling on the ground, but finally the pirate rose and made his way back down the beach. As he did so, Moon Ling let out a long slow breath, and almost fainted when she breathed in again and the oxygen rushed to her brain. As she lay flat on the sand, she watched as the pirates suspended their last living prisoner from the branch of a banyan tree that sat on an elevated grassy slope close to the shore, and began to prepare a fire beneath him. They were going to burn him alive, and, she imagined in her horror, eat him afterwards. She turned her eyes away, as the sun began to sink behind the dark green depths of the jungle. As she did so, her eyes fell on her lacquered box, lying about a foot in front of her, and which would have been in plain view of the pirate had he happened to turn his attention away from the antics on the beach. She leaned forward very slowly and carefully, and grasping the box with both hands, dragged it back behind the cover of the rock.
  
 *   *   *
  
 Badang bin Aman cursed his luck. The rope cut deep into his wrists, and threatened to wrench his arms from their sockets. He hung suspended over the fire they were preparing below him. He had no quarrel with these Illanun pirates, and if his memory served him well, he had traded with them in the past. He had been aboard a Bugis proa[3] when they had attacked. He had been selling the Bugis sailors part of his catch, but the pirates had assumed he was one of their crew. His protests had been futile because the Illanun did not tolerate any, and he would have been dead by now if he had tried to protest further––he had seen men killed and mutilated for much less. Yet he was surprised by the slaughter on the beach. Although they were fierce fighters, the Illanun usually kept their prisoners alive to sell as slaves, particularly the women and children. Something must have angered them, he supposed, or perhaps they already had enough prisoners for the slave markets and were simply disposing of the remainder through their cruel sport. Badang tried to pull himself up on the rope in an effort to loosen the knots that bound him, but soon realized that it was hopeless. His attempts to raise himself only tightened the knots. He also knew that even if by some miracle he could free himself, he had no chance of escaping the pirate horde that cavorted around him, piling brushwood and flotsam below him, and occasionally prodding him with their spears and krisses. He would be cut down the moment he reached the ground, or felled by poisoned arrows and spears before he could make it to the sea or jungle.
 He resolved to pray to God and wait for death. He looked out beyond the pirates and the pirate fleet to the crescent moon that hung low in the eastern sky. All men die, and die when their time is come, he thought. If it is my time, it is the will of God, and I will face my death with faith and without fear. A strange calm descended upon him, and his attention wandered from the wild scene below him, as the pirates worked themselves into a frenzy and prepared to put a torch to the firewood.
 Badang bin Aman looked out over the dark sea, flecked with white breakers that sparkled in the moonlight, the sea that he had fished for most of his life. He remembered when as a child his father had taken him out for days at a time, and taught him to spear the fish and preserve them by rubbing their flesh with salt and wrapping them in palm leaves. He remembered the lonely nights after his father had died from the bite of the dreaded banded sea krait, the most venomous sea snake, but also how he had come to love the solitude of nights alone on his fishing boat, with only the moon and stars for company. He thought of the kind grey eyes of his aged mother and of her holy power of healing––she was surely a blessed woman.
 He remembered the stories his parents had told him about his ancestors, such as the great warrior Badang. He had captured a jinn,[4] who had been stealing from his fishing baskets, and the jinn had promised him great strength if Badang would eat his vomit, which Badang had done. He had become the champion of Paduka Sri Pikrama Wira, one the rajahs of the old city of Singapura. When the leader of a Majapahit[5] invading force had threatened the rajah’s life in battle, Badang had killed the man by flinging a great stone that struck the Majapahit leader in the head, and together they had managed to drive the invaders back into the sea. Legend had it that Paduka Sri Pikrama Wira had raised a stone monument to his champion when Badang had died, upon which accounts of his great deeds were inscribed.
 He wondered if the stories were true. Although he had never seen the stone monument himself, he had been able to trace the remains of the old city walls on the island. Badang bin Aman’s thoughts drifted back to an imagined past, and he suddenly felt a momentary sadness at having to leave this world without knowing the love of a wife and children, and without being able to relate to them his father’s stories. He heard the crackling of the fire, as the Illanun chief put a lighted torch to the dry timbers and brushwood. He closed his eyes and prayed for a speedy death as the burning wood hissed beneath him like a pit of vipers.
 But now another sound disturbed his consciousness, more violent and vivid. A blood-chilling scream rent the air, so shrill and piercing that it seemed to penetrate the farthest reaches of his soul. He heard the shouts and cries of the pirates as they gesticulated wildly towards the edge of the jungle, and stumbled over themselves as they ran towards their ships, abandoning him to the flames. He looked to where the pirates were pointing, and felt the same cold chill of unholy dread that had overcome the hard-bitten and hard-hearted Illanun pirates. The piercing scream came from the lips of a female jinn, a spirit demon that had suddenly emerged from the shadows of the jungle. As she drifted down towards the shore, Badang made out her dreadful aspect in clearer detail. Her naked skeletal frame was pale white and tinged with blue, the colour of the daylong dead before burial. Her jet-black hair streaked stiff and high behind her, flecked with silver in the shadow of the moon. Dark red blood flowed from her eyes, her lips and her sharp pointed fingernails. Badang easily imagined, as the pirates imagined, that she had fed on the recently dead, but had not yet quenched her ghastly appetite. And all the while the dreadful scream continued unabated, with such piercing strength that it could only have issued from a demon’s fiery lips. The sound seemed to have weight and mass, and threatened to suffocate his very soul. Badang bin Aman watched with mounting horror as the hellish apparition glided past him in pursuit of the pirates. The flames crackled under his feet, and the smoke began to scorch his nostrils.
 By this time the pirates had scrambled into their longboats and headed out to their prahus, and some had already raised their anchors and begun to row out to sea. The jinn glided down to the edge of the seashore, her scream turning into a dreadful howl, like a hellish gale pursuing them across the water and the waves, as she waded out into the surf towards them. Through the smoke and heat Badang prayed that the jinn had not noticed him, and that he would die before she returned. Yet as he prayed, and as the flames licked higher and the smoke choked his lungs, he saw the jinn turn from the sea and the pirates, and make her way directly towards him. He grew faint with fear. He who had recently embraced the prospect of death with dignity now hung in mortal terror of the supernatural powers of the jinn. She would suck his soul from his body and he would be bound to her evil will for all eternity. Now she was almost upon him, and she reached down to seize a bloodied sword that one of the pirates had abandoned. The jinn raised the sword to strike him, her face a grotesque white mask of pale and bloody death.
 He heard a thudding cut upon the rope and crashed down into the fire, landing on a loose log that sent him spinning onto the sand and free of the flames. Turning in surprise and terror, he saw the jinn standing before him. Yet she had changed dramatically. The naked form, once deathlike in its blue paleness, now revealed large expanses of pink living flesh, and the surf had washed the bloody streaks away. Her soul-piercing scream turned first into a hysterical laugh, and then into uncontrollable sobbing. The jinn grasped a scarlet cloak that had been left by one of the fleeing pirates, and tried to cover her nakedness. Then he realized that she was no demon, but a young Chinese girl, as frightened and helpless as he was. Badang bin Aman gave thanks to God and raised himself from the ground. He tried to rub life back into his hands and arms as he removed the ropes that bound them. He had a minor burn on his shoulder, but otherwise had suffered nothing more than a few cuts and bruises, and a dry stinging sensation in his mouth and lungs. Looking back out to sea, he tried to indicate with a sweeping motion of his hand that the pirates might return at any time, and that they should escape into the darkness further along the beach. Moon Ling understood what he meant and nodded her agreement.
 Her heart was pounding with such ferocity that she thought her chest might burst. Her impersonation of the jinn had been the most desperate and dangerous performance of her life, but it had worked better than she had hoped. It had saved her life and that of the young man who now ran along the beach beside her. Her legs still trembled beneath her, and she was overcome with shame by the nakedness she had displayed before him, but she followed the young Malay along the beach and into the darkness. In her stunned relief to be alive, she left her paints and powders and the lacquered box that she had carried from Fukien, which now lay scattered in the sand at the edge of the dark jungle, close by the rock where she had hidden for most of the day.
 They followed the line of the beach, stumbling through the darkness, clambering over the rocky promontories, and groping their way through patches of jungle and mangrove that reached down to the edge of the ocean. After they had put some distance between themselves and the place where the pirates had landed, they rested against the body of a fallen coconut tree. They felt safe in the darkness. Heavy grey clouds rolled across the sky and obliterated the light of the moon and the stars, as if to protect them. Within a few moments they both fell into an exhausted and dreamless sleep.
 Moon Ling woke shortly after dawn, as the sun crept up in a clear blue sky dotted with powder puff clouds. She went down to the sea and washed the remaining paint and powder from her face and body. She arranged the pirate cloak into a makeshift sarong, and made her way back up the beach. She had a sudden moment of panic when she realized that the young man was gone from the place where she had left him sleeping, but her panic turned to relief when she saw him emerge smiling from the jungle with a bunch of bananas in his hand. In the clear light of morning, she saw that he was a tall Malay, with a strong muscled body and long brown hair. As he drew closer, she noticed that his face was strangely angular, as if it had been carved from hard teak wood, with a long aquiline nose and sharp chin, but with soft and friendly brown eyes, which seemed to sparkle as he smiled.
 They ate the bananas and drank the fresh water he had brought in an empty coconut husk. Then they set off again along the beach, hand in hand, a secret bond now formed between them after their narrow escape from death. They made their way around the end of what she now saw to be a small island, about two miles long. On the way they came across many grisly reminders of the fate they had escaped. Human skulls and bones were littered across areas of the beach, and they picked their way between them in grim gratitude for their salvation.
 When they reached the far side of the island, Moon Ling could see a larger landmass a few miles distant, with a long strip of silver beach shimmering in the early morning sunlight. Then the young man let out a great yell, and pulled her along beside him as he ran towards a figure in the distance, who stood smoking a pipe beside his fishing boat.
 ‘Baya Kay!’ he yelled out, recognizing the man. The pipe smoking fisherman called back to him in return, ‘Badang bin Aman!’
 Moon Ling recognized that this was the young man’s name, and pointed to herself and announced her own. Badang nodded his head in recognition and smiled at her. For the first time since they had met, he held her gaze for a few moments. She was strangely beautiful, he thought to himself. She had long jet-black hair and an oval face, with soft brown eyes and full red lips. She had a slim but full figure, with small hands and feet. Badang motioned her into the boat, and Baya Kay guided the craft across the water. They passed sandy beaches and mangrove swamps, until they landed a few miles to the east at the mouth of a river. There were a few small huts scattered along the beach, and stilted cottages and boats moored inside the mouth of the river.
 Moon Ling went to live in the cottage of the Malay fisherman called Badang bin Aman. In due course she learnt his language, and helped him tend his nets and vegetable garden. She learned that the small community at the mouth of the river dwelt on the site of what had once been the ancient city of Singapura, which had been destroyed centuries before by the Majapahit, during the reign of Sri Sultan Iskander Shah, the last great rajah. One day Badang had shown her the remains of the walls of the old city, but although she begged him many times, he would not venture up the hill overlooking the mouth of the river, which was called Bukit Larangan,[6] because he said that the ghosts of the dead warriors of Singapura still walked upon it. He claimed that on some nights the sounds of a great battle could be heard, when the battle cries of men and the lamentation of women were carried on the night breeze. She also learned the name of the island where she had saved them both from the pirates. It was known as Pulau Belakang Mati.[7]
 A number of Malay families lived in attap[8] cottages along the seashore east of the river. A few hundred orang laut, or sea gypsies, dwelt just inside the mouth of the river. Some lived on stilted houses along the eastern bank, but many lived on their boats and only rarely came ashore. They were small and dark-skinned, with tight wooly hair, and dressed in flimsy skirts. They slept and cooked under attap shelters erected over their dugout boats, although they often ate their fish raw, and tossed the entrails into the bottom of the boat. This caused a disgusting smell, but protected them against the attention of sharks and crocodiles. They were a simple people who kept themselves to themselves and seemed to have no interest in the world beyond their boats and fishing grounds. They had no written laws but followed a strict moral code, and crime and warfare were strangers to them. Further up the river there was a larger compound of Malays. They served the Temenggong Abdul Rahman, who ruled the island in the name of the Sultan of Johor, Riau and Lingga. The temenggong’s bamboo and attap lodge was set back from the river, with a commanding view of the strait and the islands beyond.
 There were a few Chinese living near the temenggong’s compound, under their Capitan China.[9] Further inland, there were also Chinese gambier and pepper farmers. From them Moon Ling learned that a Chinese trading junk came down once a year on the Northeast monsoon and bought their produce, and later returned to China with the Southwest monsoon. There were also occasional Bugis or Malay trading vessels that put in on their way to Malacca and Penang, where there were thriving Chinese communities. She did not know what she would do. Her family was dead, and her opera troupe likely drowned, but she supposed that she could persuade a captain to take her on board the first junk bound for China or the Malayan Peninsula.
 Yet when a junk bound for Amoy arrived six months later, she did not leave on it. By that time the secret bond that had developed between the Malay fisherman and the young Chinese opera performer had blossomed into a deep and lasting love. Shortly after Moon Ling bade farewell to the captain of the Amoy junk, they became man and wife. Ten months later their first child was born, in the holy month of Ramadan, a boy of unusual strength and beauty. Moon Ling set up a small joss-house near the fresh water stream that ran behind Bukit Larangan and debouched into the sea beside their cottage, and dedicated it to Ma Cho Po, the Queen of Heaven and protector of mariners and fishermen.
  
 *   *   *
  
 
  1819

 The boy sat alone on the beach, playing carelessly with some seashells. His mother, sitting with her younger daughter, watched him lovingly from the shade of the cottage doorway. Yet all the while she kept her eyes on the square-rigged ships anchored in the bay. Presently she watched three men descend into a longboat, which made its way towards the mouth of the river. Moon Ling had learned from the Capitan China that they were not pirates, but barbarians come to meet with the temenggong. But she was not taking any chances. She snatched up the boy and carried him back inside the cottage, as she watched the longboat enter the mouth of the river. There was an axe hanging on the wall by the back door, and she took it down for protection.
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To the east lay miles and miles of sandy beach, sparkling sheer white against the dark green of the jungle, and to the west lay mangrove swamps. The Indiana headed for a point in between, where James Pearl, the captain, had been told there was a river hidden behind a jutting strip of headland. The longboat was lowered and Raffles climbed down into it.
 He was thirty-eight years old, still fresh-faced despite his past troubles and recurrent ill-health, a short but upright man whose bright eyes shone with a fierce intensity of purpose. He was dressed formally in clerical black, as if he were about to visit the offices of the East India Company[1] in Leadenhall Street.
 Sir Thomas Stamford Bingley Raffles,[2] a servant of the East India Company, was Lieutenant-Governor of Bencoolen and former Lieutenant-Governor of Java. The man he had come to see was Temenggong Abdul Rahman, the hereditary prime minister of the Johor-Riau-Lingga Sultanate, who lived on the island with his followers.
 Both men spoke for absent masters, and beneath the long shadow of the powerful Dutch merchants and their soldiers and ships that dominated most of the Eastern Archipelago. But Raffles and the temenggong were about to make history.
 Lord Hastings, the Governor-General of India, had authorized Raffles to explore the possibility of establishing an East India Company base near the southern tip of the Malayan peninsula. This was to prevent the Dutch from gaining monopoly control of the Strait of Malacca, now that Malacca and other ports administered by the Company had been returned to the Dutch at the end of the Napoleonic wars. The British needed a southern port to service their ships trading between India and China––the recently established British settlement in Penang was too far north to serve that purpose. Raffles had come down from Penang with a small fleet of ships––both armed cruisers and survey vessels––with a view to establishing a Company factory[3] on the Carimon islands. However, Captain Ross, who commanded the survey ship Discovery, had declared that the Carimon islands were unsuitable, given the lack of a deep-water harbour. Raffles had then ordered the fleet to Johor, which he had intended to explore if the Dutch had not already occupied it.
 At four o’clock in the afternoon of the following day, the ships anchored off Pulau Sakijang Bendera,[4] a few miles south of the island of Singapore. When some local Malays came out that evening in their prahus to sell them fish and turtles, Raffles learned that Temenggong Abdul Rahman was resident on the island. He had resolved to visit him the next day.
 From the verandah of his lodge, Temenggong Abdul Rahman watched the small fleet drop anchor off Pulau Sakijang Bendera. He’d been greatly relieved to recognize the distinctive black and yellow square-riggers of the East India Company. He had feared that they were Dutch ships come to drive him from the island. Temenggong Abdul Rahman ruled Singapore and Johor in the name of the sultan, but was less sure than Raffles who his master was.
 When the old Sultan Mahmud Shah had died in 1812, Abdul Rahman had supported the claim of Mahmud Shah’s oldest son, his own son-in-law Tengku Long, whom Mahmud Shah had designated as his rightful heir. But the Dutch had moved in with their residents and soldiers and supported the claim of his younger son Tengku Abdul Rahman, a delicate boy who spent most of his time in religious devotion. In return the Dutch had been awarded exclusive rights to set up factories throughout the islands of the Johor-Riau-Lingga Sultanate, including the island of Singapore.[5] Temenggong Abdul Rahman had been forced to quit the royal court at Lingga, and remove himself and his followers to Singapore. There he had lived a peaceful existence for the past few years, spending his days in study and prayer, and adjudicating the minor disputes between his followers.
 The temenggong derived a modest income from leasing out large acreages in the jungle to the Chinese gambier[6] and pepper farmers, but had known that it would all come to an end if the Dutch came to take over the island.
 Major William Farquhar,[7] the former Resident of Malacca, had been preparing to return to his native Scotland on leave when Raffles had met with him in Penang and asked Farquhar to join him in his search for a site suitable for a southern factory. Farquhar had agreed when Raffles had told him that the Governor-General of India had authorized him to appoint Farquhar as resident for any new factory that they established. At the moment, Farquhar’s role was to introduce Raffles to Temenggong Abdul Rahman the following day.
 Farquhar was forty-eight years old when he stepped down into the longboat to join Raffles. He was tall and erect in his military bearing, with a bald pate and thick flowing white hair and side-whiskers. That day he wore his dress uniform as major in the Madras Engineers: a bright red tunic with golden braid and epaulettes.
 Raffles and Farquhar had known each other for many years.They had much in common. Both spoke fluent Malay and had a deep interest in the language, history and culture of the region. Like Raffles, Farquhar was an avid naturalist, who made a number of significant discoveries of new species, and corresponded with botanists and zoologists in Europe. He had kept a veritable menagerie in Malacca, which included monkeys and birds, and a tame leopard and tiger. And like Raffles, Farquhar was concerned to promote British interests in the region. In other ways the two men were quite different. Raffles was an Englishman full of enlightenment zeal, who dreamed of bringing the blessings of civilization and free trade to the Malay peoples. Farquhar was a more pragmatic Scot.
 That morning they were joined in the longboat by another pragmatic Scot, Ronnie Simpson, the captain of the merchant ship the Highland Lassie. Ronnie had served in the Royal Navy, but had left after the War of 1812, and joined the merchant marine of the East India Company as captain of his own ship. With his savings and navy prize money, he had put down a substantial deposit on his own vessel, and he and his father planned to begin trading between Calcutta and Penang, hoping to be able to pay off the Highland Lassie with the profits from their first year.
 Ronnie was tough and lean, with a muscular frame and angular features. He had curly brown hair, which he tried to keep under control beneath his old-fashioned tricorn hat, with long pointed sideburns and sharp blue eyes. Ronnie had a modicum of ambition––to own his own vessel, to make a success of his trading business with his father, and to find himself a wife and live in the Far East. He had wanted to spend his life in the Far East since as long as he could remember, or at least since his mother had read him stories from a book about the Spice Islands. He wanted to live among the palm trees and frangipani, and to say goodbye forever to the frigid winters––and summers––of Ardersier, the village on the Moray Firth where when he had been born. He was proud of his Scottish heritage, but having spent part of his naval service liberating French possessions in the Caribbean and the Maldives, he could never understand why any man with the opportunity to live where the sun shone bright and warm all year long would chose to live in any place where it did not. He did recognize that his desire to live in the Far East conflicted with his desire to find himself a wife, for he knew that women, or at least white women, were very thin on the ground, even in a British settlement such as Penang. He supposed he would be content with some dark-haired Malay, or perhaps an exotic Chinese, although he had recently learned that they were also thin on the ground, at least in Penang. Still, what’s for me won’t go by me, he thought to himself, remembering his mother’s old saying.
 He had had very little education in the one-room village school in Ardersier, but sufficient for him to read and write. He also had a good head for figures, which was useful for his business, and possessed a natural gift for languages. He had picked up the old Gaelic language from a fisherwoman in Ardersier as a child, and the languages of the French and Spanish prisoners taken after successful naval engagements. Since arriving in Penang some weeks before, he had already mastered the rudiments of Malay, the lingua franca of the British settlement.
 Ronnie had been in Penang trying to rent some space in a merchant godown,[8] before returning to Calcutta to pick up his father, who was on his way out from Scotland. Before returning to his ship one evening, he had dropped by a hostelry on the waterfront, where he had met and shared a few drinks with another trader, Captain James Pearl of the Indiana. When Ronnie began asking him questions about Penang, Captain Pearl told him there might be better prospects further south, and that he was taking Sir Stamford Raffles out the following evening to meet up with Colonel Farquhar and a small fleet of armed cruisers and survey vessels. He was sure that Sir Stamford would not mind him coming along, since he was just the sort of merchant adventurer that Raffles wanted to attract to his new settlement.
 Ronnie had followed the ships out of Penang the following evening. When they rendezvoused at the Carimon islands, Ronnie had been introduced to Raffles, who welcomed him to their company. He had followed the ships down to Johor, where they anchored off Pulau Sakijang Bendera. When he visited Captain Pearl aboard the Indiana that evening, Raffles invited Ronnie to join him and Colonel Farquhar when they visited Temenggong Abdul Rahman on the island of Singapore the following day. Ronnie was twenty-seven years old when he joined Raffles and Farquhar in the longboat. He wore an old-fashioned black frockcoat and his tricorn hat, but thought he looked no more absurd than Raffles in his clerical black. He looked out across the bay to the shimmering silver sands of the island of Singapore, and licked his lips in anticipation. Ronnie Simpson knew he had made the right decision when he joined this expedition. He could feel it in his bones. He could almost taste it in the sweet salty breeze blowing from the island.
 It was the twenty-ninth of January 1819.
 


  
    	The East India Company, known colloquially as the Honorable Company or John Company, was founded in the late sixteenth century by a group of merchant adventurers, and had been granted a Royal Charter by Queen Elizabeth I in 1599. These merchants had sought to make their fortunes by acquiring precious spices from the East Indies, such as nutmegs, which were commonly used as a preservative in brines and marinades; pepper, which was employed to improve the flavour of stewed meat (and to hide its smell when it turned bad); and cloves, which were valued for their medicinal as well as their culinary properties. 

The sale of these spices brought huge profits to those captains willing to risk the passage round Cape Horn and across the Indian Ocean. On Pulo Run, one of the tiny Bata Islands at the eastern tip of the Malay Archipelago, where the Company’s ships anchored in 1603, ten pounds of nutmeg could be purchased for less than half a penny; back in Europe, the same amount could be sold for over one and a half pounds sterling—a fabulous profit of nearly 32,000 per cent! Over the years the Company established factories around the world as depots where their goods could be unloaded and exchanged. The officers—or factors––in charge of these depots found that their trade frequently developed into land acquisition, which in turn led them into inevitable wars with local populations and competing trading powers such as France, Portugal and Holland. In this fashion the East India Company and its paid armies came to dominate and control most of the sub-continent of India, administered by a governor-general in Calcutta, which was itself a new city that had been created as an administrative centre for the Company. ↵





    	Sir Thomas Stamford Bingley Raffles was born aboard the West Indiaman Ann on July 6, 1781, off the coast of Port Morant, Jamaica. His father was engaged in the lucrative slave trade, but drank and gambled his money away. Raffles managed to secure a position as a clerk in the offices of the East India Company in Leadenhall Street a few years before his father died, when he became the only source of support for his mother and four sisters. 

For eight years Raffles worked to master the intricacies of the Company’s operations and bureaucracy, in the hope of one day being able to make his fortune in India, which was now the centre of the Company’s trade. His diligence earned him promotion and a modest increase in salary. Then he met and fell in love with Olivia Marianne Fancourt, a widow recently returned from Madras, and the daughter of an Irish father who had disgraced his family by marrying a Russian Circassian Muslim while serving in India. Raffles had begged William Ramsay, the First Secretary of the East India Company, to secure him a position in India so that he could afford to marry. Ramsay could not do so, but had offered him a position as assistant secretary to the Governor of Penang Island, on the Malayan Peninsula. Raffles had accepted the position, and he and Olivia had married soon afterwards. On the six-month voyage out, Raffles learned the Malay language with the help of some Malay sailors on board. 



Raffles quickly established his reputation as an able administrator, earning him promotion to the rank of Chief Secretary to the Governor. Raffles took part in the invasion of Java in 1811, led by Lord Minto, then Governor-General of India. For his services he was appointed Lieutenant-General of Java, where he tried to institute a wide range of reforms inspired by his enlightenment ideals and progressive economic theories. He was recalled from his position in 1818 after being accused of financial mismanagement and corruption, although he was later cleared of the latter charge. ↵





    	Commercial settlement. The agents for companies who set up such settlements in Southeast Asia were known as factors. ↵



    	Barking Deer Island, present day Saint John’s Island. ↵



    	The dispute over the succession to the Riau-Lingga-Johore Sultanate had arisen because although Sultan Mahmud Shah had designated his eldest son Tengku Long as his rightful heir, tradition demanded that the Sultan’s heir be present at his death, but Tengku Long had been in Penang attending his marriage ceremony at the time. Seeing his opportunity, the powerful Bugis prince Muda Rajah Ja’afar of Riau had pressed the claim of the younger brother Abdul Rahman, who had been present at his father’s death. Muda Rajah Ja’afar had failed to install Abdul Rahman as Sultan, because Mahmud Shah’s widow Engku Putri Hamidah, who supported her eldest son, refused to give up the royal regalia, but Muda Rajah Ja’afar had declared Abdul Rahman Regent, and in his name had banished Tengku Long from the Royal Court. ↵



    	A vine whose astringent resinous extract is used in tanning and dying. Also chewed by local Malays with betel-nut. ↵



    	Major William Farquhar was born in Aberdeen, Scotland on February 26, 1774, and joined the East India Company as a cadet in 1790. He became an ensign in the Madras Engineers the following year, and served in the Mysore War with Lord Cornwallis, who was then Governor-General of India. In 1795 Farquhar served as chief engineer in the expeditionary force that took over Malacca from the Dutch. Aside from a number of temporary assignments, after which he was promoted to Captain, he spent the next twenty years in Malacca, serving as Commandant and Resident from 1803 to 1818, for the period of British occupation during the Napoleonic wars. 

During the British invasion of Java in 1811, Farquhar served as chief coordinator of guides and intelligence. For his services he was promoted to the rank of major and offered the Residency of Yogyakarta in southwest Java, but he turned it down in order to return to Malacca. He was married to Nonio Clement, a French-Malay beauty who gave him six children. 



While he was still the British Resident in Malacca, Major Farquhar had gone to Lingga to negotiate with Muda Rajah Ja’afar, and had secured his permission to explore the potential of the Riau islands for a British factory. However, Muda Rajah Ja’afar had also intrigued with the Dutch, who in return for acknowledging Abdul Rahman as the legitimate heir had secured exclusive rights to set up factories throughout the Johor-Riau-Lingga Sultanate. They had nullified Farquhar’s agreement by sending in their own Resident and troops to Riau, and laid claim to all the islands of the Johor-Riau-Lingga group, including the island of Singapore. ↵





    	Warehouse or other storage space, usually on a dockside. ↵
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A single sepoy armed with a musket manned the longboat, and rowed them toward the river mouth. As the boat cut quickly through the water, Raffles mopped his brow with his handkerchief. He peered out at the silver shoreline at the mouth of the river and his excitement mounted. He felt sure that this was an ideal spot, although the motley collection of huts and boats clustered at the mouth of the river might have appeared unpromising to a less visionary observer. The blazing headache that had clouded his thoughts and denied him sleep on the journey down from Penang seemed to dissipate in the faint breeze that came off the water.
 Raffles clapped his hand on Farquhar’s shoulder. ‘A first-rate prospect, Major, if I say so myself,’ he exclaimed with enthusiasm.
 ‘As may be, y’r honour, but I think we should tak’ a closer look before getting carried away,’ Farquhar replied. ‘But I’ll grant ye it looks like a grand location. The wonder is that the Dutchy hasna taken it over already.’
 Turning to Ronnie, Raffles asked, ‘What do you think of it, Captain Simpson?”
 Ronnie looked out over the silver sands and dense green tropical foliage beyond, and felt a sudden sense of deja vu, as if he was coming home after a long voyage. But he knew that he had never been there before, save in his dreams.
 ‘Looks a lot more promising than the Carimons, Sir Stamford,’ Ronnie replied, ‘and a much better situation. The river looks like a natural shelter for boats.’
 ‘I agree, Captain Simpson, I do most heartily agree,’ Raffles replied, his face beaming.
 The boat pulled into the river, carefully avoiding the rocks at the river mouth. Once they passed the narrow channel at the entrance, the river opened out into a wide basin. The left bank of the river was a mass of low mangrove swamps and tidal creeks; the right bank rose a few feet above the river and opened out onto a wide plain. Along the right bank were a number of huts built on bamboo stilts, with gangways linking them to the riverbank.
 ‘These are the homes o’ the orang laut, the aboriginal people of Johor,’ Farquhar informed them. ‘Maist o’ them spend a’ of their lives in their boats, or in huts like these built out over a river or seashore.’ As they approached, many fled upriver, while the braver souls watched from their boats or the verandahs of their huts.
 The three men disembarked, leaving the sepoy in the long boat, and climbed up the bank until they emerged onto the plain, which was covered with myrtle, rhododendron and lalang grass.[1] They paused a moment under the shade of a Eugenia tree, and looked upriver. Beyond the huts and boats of the orang laut they saw a compound of more substantial palm and attap houses that faced the sea, the largest of which they assumed to be that of the temenggong. A party of Malays armed with spears emerged from the compound, and made their way towards them.
 The Malays were led by Encik Salleh, the temenggong’s chief councillor, who introduced himself and invited them to the temenggong’s lodge. The three men exchanged greetings, and followed Encik Salleh and his party along the edge of the river to the temenggong’s compound. On the way they passed Malay houses raised on stilts, with scrawny hens pecking around between them. A few cautious orang laut and Malay fishermen followed behind at a safe distance.
 They entered the compound through the main gate of the stockade, which was fringed by palm trees, and halted before the largest house, a bamboo and attap structure with a wide verandah. At the head of the steps stood Temenggong Sri Maharajah Abdul Rahman, flanked by his followers, who were armed with spears, swords and krisses. Abdul Rahman was a short, dark-skinned Malay with wiry black hair and a narrow chin, whose black eyes sparkled as he smiled down upon them. He was dressed in a blue and yellow sarong and baju, with a jewelled headpiece. Two attendants stood behind him, bearing the yellow umbrella of royalty.
 The temenggong came down to greet them, and Farquhar introduced him to Sir Stamford Raffles and Captain Simpson. The temenggong in turn introduced them to his brother, Abang Johor, before inviting them to sit with him on the verandah, on high and elabourately carved chairs that had been set out. They were served rambutans and other fruits, while the Malay fishermen and orang laut gathered in a semi-circle in front of the house. After they had exchanged pleasantries, Major Farquhar asked if he and Captain Simpson might be excused, so that they could look around the island while Raffles conducted the negotiations. As Farquhar explained to Ronnie afterwards, it was best to leave the negotiations to Raffles, for only he had the authority to make any agreement on behalf of the Company.
 ‘Of course, my good friend,’ said the temenggong, with a knowing smile, indicating to Raffles that they should go inside to talk.
 Once inside the lodge, Raffles got straight to the point.
 ‘Maharajah,’ he said, ‘I have come on the authority of the Governor-General of India and the Directors of the East India Company to ask your permission to found a settlement here at Singapore. We believe this would be an excellent location for a factory, to serve both the local and the China trade, and that such an arrangement would be of great benefit to your people. You would have British protection and we would pay you a generous allowance for the lease of the property.’
 The temenggong was an astute man. He knew very well the opportunities that the establishment of such a commercial port would bring––not only a government allowance, but also the promise of customary gifts from the captains of trading ships, and the prospect of additional revenue from the lease of land to merchants and their suppliers. But he was also a cautious man, and careful to cover his own position.
 ‘I would dearly like to oblige you, Sir Stamford,’ he said politely, ‘but I am nothing. I have no authority to grant you permission to found such a settlement. This island of Singapore, and the islands surrounding, belong to the Sultan of Johor, who is the only person who can approve such an arrangement.’
  
 *   *   *
  
 While Raffles and the temenggong were talking, Farquhar and Ronnie walked back along the riverbank toward the beach. As Ronnie looked around him, he could immediately see the advantages of the place as a company factory. As he remarked to Farquhar:
 ‘There seems to be plenty o’ wood, fresh water, and sand that could serve as ballast for ships. All the basics for setting up a factory.’
 ‘Aye Ronnie, there certainly is. And from my point of view, it’s a reasonably defensible position, given a sufficient garrison and munitions––in case Dutchy decides to dispute any arrangement that Raffles makes.’
 When they arrived back on the plain, they walked eastwards along the beach. They crossed a freshwater stream and continued on until they arrived at a second river mouth. When they returned, they rested in the shade of the Eugenia tree. Farquhar took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow, and Ronnie took off his perfectly useless tricorn. Some of the Malays and orang laut gathered around, and began to question Farquhar about the ships and their purpose on the island. He explained that Sir Stamford Raffles was hoping to establish a settlement, the beginnings of a commercial port like Malacca and Penang.
 ‘Will you be in charge, Tuan Farquhar?’ they asked, knowing Farquhar’s reputation for fair treatment among the Malaccan Malays. ‘Will you be our Rajah Singapura?’
 Farquhar’s reputation had preceded him. During his years in Malacca, Farquhar had become known affectionately as Tuan Farquhar and Rajah Malacca. He had an almost infinite capacity for patience and tolerance, and was scrupulously fair in his dealings with both rich merchants and poor labourers and farmers. In many ways he had acted like a regular Malay rajah, and even dressed in native sarong and baju when not engaged in official ceremonial duties. He was frequently to be seen and hailed by natives and merchants as he strode around Malacca with his walking stick and favourite dogs, smiling genially to all as he passed them by.
 ‘I hope so,’ Farquhar responded, ‘I certainly hope so, even if it’s only for a wee while, although that will depend upon your temenggong. We’d best be getting back to him, to see what he has worked out with Sir Stamford.’ The two men rose and the Malays and orang laut followed them back to the compound.
 On their way they met Captain Ross, who had just returned from surveying the bay and the river.
 ‘There’s an excellent anchorage close to the shore, Major, deep enough for most ships and safe from rocks and reefs,’ Ross informed Farquhar. ‘The river could take dozens of cargo boats if we can clear the sand and rocks from the entrance. And we could easily build a settlement and fortifications on the plain.’
 ‘Excellent work,’ Farquhar replied. ‘I entirely agree with your judgment, Daniel. Seems we’ve found the right place at last, and thankfully no sign of Dutchy––I don’t think they’ve ever explored the island. See if you can get some of the temenggong’s men to help you set up a temporary camp. We’re going back to see how Sir Stamford is getting on.’
  
 *   *   *
  
 When they returned, Raffles and the temenggong were discussing the succession. The temenggong had explained to Raffles that his personal allegiance was to Tengku Long, the eldest son, and the true and lawful sultan. He was, however, obliged by force of circumstance to acknowledge Tengku Abdul Rahman as his master, given that Tengku Abdul Rahman was backed by the Dutch, with their fleets of ships and soldiers.
 ‘You need not worry about that,’ Raffles assured him. ‘As Major Farquhar has already promised you, we will guarantee you British protection and acknowledge Tengku Long as the true and lawful sultan, if you will bring him to Singapore.’
 ‘I can arrange for that,’ the temenggong replied, ‘although it will have to be done in secret. If we are found out we will have Dutch ships in the bay long before we see Tengku Long on this island. But I will do as you say. I would like to make an agreement with Tuan Farquhar and yourself, especially one that will bring official recognition of Sultan Hussein by the British government.’
 Raffles and Farquhar were not so sure that recognition by the British government could be brought about so quickly. They were not even sure that the Court of Directors would back them. But they bit their tongues and offered the temenggong their assurances that they would.
 ‘Then let us send for him immediately,’ Raffles replied with enthusiasm, ‘so that we can seek his approval and acknowledge him as Sultan Hussein. In the meantime, let us draw up a provisional agreement for both of us to sign.’
 ‘There is no need to sign any agreement,’ replied the temenggong, frowning. ‘The word of a Maharajah is enough.’
 ‘As it is for me,’ replied Raffles. ‘An Englishman’s word is also his bond. However, my masters are merchants and lawyers, and they have pressed me for a written agreement in case our agreement is challenged by the Dutch.’
 The temenggong was doubtful, but grudgingly agreed to sign an agreement the following day, once they had decided the amount of the allowance he was to be paid. He also granted Raffles permission to land some men and stores that afternoon. As he reasoned to himself, he was in no position to resist. There were seven Company ships anchored off the island, some of which were armed, and others that contained troops and marines. If this Englishman’s factory caused a problem with the Dutch, they could remove him and his soldiers themselves.
 As they prepared to leave, Ronnie asked the temenggong about the dark and mysterious hill that rose behind his compound.
 ‘It is known as Bukit Larangan,’ the temenggong replied. ‘On this hill the ancient rajahs of Singapura had their palaces, and men were forbidden to climb the hill without the rajah’s permission. Behind the hill runs a fresh water stream, where the rajah and his consorts used to bathe, and where none other was allowed to approach.’
 As they walked back down to the beach, Raffles looked back over his shoulder to Bukit Larangan.
 ‘Nice spot for a bungalow, Farquhar,’ he remarked as he strode ahead, not waiting for a response.
 When they came back on board the Indiana, Raffles gave orders to bring up the rest of the ships. Later that afternoon, eighty sepoys of the 20th Bengal Native Infantry landed on the beach and began to erect tents, as the sailors cut down the shrub and grasses on the plain, and dug a well under the Eugenia tree, as the temenggong had advised them to do. As the three men looked out from the Indiana that night, they could see their campfires flickering red against the darkness of the jungle. They had arrived.
 


  
    	Long tall grass native to Southeast Asia. ↵



  














3




In the early morning, about an hour before dawn, Batin Sapi, the headman of the orang laut, stepped into a waiting prahu, which carried him to the temenggong’s dock. The temenggong’s brother, Abang Johor, and one of his advisors, Encik Wan Abdullah, stepped into the boat. In the darkness, the sleek black prahu slipped out of the river and past the ships anchored in the bay. It presented a ghostly sight in the early morning mist, but none of the ships’ lookouts saw it. The oars dipped and rose in the water as they set a course for Pulau Bulang, where they hoped to persuade Tengku Long to return with them to Singapore and give his approval for a British settlement.
 Later that morning Raffles visited the temenggong again, and they signed a provisional agreement. This granted the East India Company the right to establish a factory at Singapore, in return for which the Company guaranteed the protection of the temenggong and his people, and agreed to pay him an allowance of three thousand Spanish dollars[1] per year. Meanwhile more troops and supplies were landed on the plain. Lieutenant Henry Ralfe of the Bengal Artillery supervised the unloading of twelve ten-pounder guns, which were winched from the ships’ holds into waiting boats, and then rowed ashore. The lascars hauled the guns up the beach while the European and Indian gunners built bastions of earth and stones, with the guns pointing out to sea. When Ronnie came ashore with some of his crew, he looked over the gun emplacements. They had done a good job, he thought to himself, although he knew these light field pieces would cause little damage to the heavy timbers of a Dutch man of war. Once they had completed the bastions, the lascars set to work clearing the plain, using parangs and cutlasses, piling felled trees and cut bushes and grasses into huge bonfires along the beach. They stripped off their dark blue coats, and worked bare-chested in the hot sun. A few of the temenggong’s followers came down to the plain and volunteered to work with them.
 A red-faced Major Farquhar strode over to where Ronnie stood, cursing aloud.
 ‘Those damned Bengal Infantry,’ he fumed. ‘They won’t lift a finger to help us, on account of their being soldiers not labourers, they say. Just look at the Bengal Artillery, working their backs off in the hot sun, with no complaint!’
 ‘We could lend a hand if you want,’ said Ronnie, indicating the men he had brought ashore.
 ‘Be very grateful if you did, Ronnie,’ Farquhar replied. ‘And while you’re here, why don’t you go down and ask the orang laut if they can help. Your Malay is better than mine already.’
 Ronnie said he would be happy to, and he and his men strode off towards the houseboats of the orang laut on the Singapore River. But as they approached the orang laut, many fled their boats in panic and swam out toward the mouth of the river.
 ‘Wait up, wait up, we come in peace!’ Ronnie called out to them. ‘You’ve nothing to fear from us!’
 But most of the orang laut ignored him, and continued to swim desperately towards the river mouth.
 As Ronnie reached the river’s edge, he noticed the headman had not fled. A wizened and wiry old man, he stood with his head aloof and arms crossed.
 ‘Why do they flee?’ Ronnie exclaimed. ‘They have nothing to fear from us!’
 ‘They heard a rumour they were about to be taken as slaves,’ replied the headman in a firm voice.
 ‘But that is nonsense! We’ve no intention of taking them as slaves, we merely wanted to ask for their help in clearing the plain.’
 ‘It is not nonsense,’ said the headman. ‘Many came before with that intention, and took our people away.’
 ‘But believe me, we don’t, we only want your help. Please call them to come back.’
 The headman looked hard at Ronnie with his dark eyes. ‘I believe you, young man. I will bring them back.’ He called out to his people, and sent his remaining followers to run along the riverbank to direct those furthest away to return.
 The orang laut returned to their boats as quickly as they had fled, to Ronnie’s great relief. He was about to offer the headman payment if they would agree to help clear the plain, when he suddenly noticed a small boy in difficulty at the mouth of the river. Ronnie called out the alarm and pulled off his shirt and boots, then dived into the river and swam as fast as he could towards the boy. He was quickly followed by some of his crew and a number of orang laut.
 Ronnie swam until his lungs were bursting, but he watched in despair as the boy was dragged down by the strong current and swept out to sea. After a few moments of hopeless diving in search of the child, the party returned to the riverbank.
 ‘I am so sorry,’ Ronnie said to the headman, when he had gathered himself together. ‘It was my fault. I should have come alone and spoken to you in the first place. What was the boy’s name? I would like to compensate his family for the loss of their son, although I know it will bring them meager comfort.’
 ‘The name of the boy’s body was Wa Hakin, but no man knows the name of the boy’s soul,’ replied the headman. ‘I thank you for your offer, young man, but only the sea can compensate the boy’s father, for it was the sea that took his son.’
 Ronnie found this no consolation for his own guilt, but he acknowledged the headman’s position with a slow nod of his head, and returned with his men to the plain. He reported the incident to Farquhar, who in turn reported it to the temenggong. The temenggong instructed the orang laut to provide the settlers with fresh fish and fruit, for which they received money and tobacco in return. But they would not join in the work of clearing the plain.
 A few days later some Chinese labourers from the gambier and pepper plantations came to help, having heard that the British were paying for the work. Plank and attap huts were erected to serve as a temporary commissariat for the Company. Ronnie continued to bring some of his crew ashore to join in the work, and late one afternoon he went for a long walk along the east bank of the river until it disappeared into the thick jungle. He then set off along the east beach, by the edge of the jungle rather than the shoreline, intending to go as far as the second river[2]  that he and Farquhar had discovered on their first day on the island.
 But just before he crossed the freshwater stream, a vision stopped him in his tracks and took his breath away. For standing before him was a beautiful young woman, with jet-black hair, soft brown eyes and full red lips. And she was Chinese! Ronnie had heard there were Chinese gambier and pepper farmers in the interior of the island, but nobody had told him about Chinese women! She bent down in supplication before a small joss-house set up on the beach, and then went to sit at the door of an attap hut, where she attended to her two children, a boy and a girl. Remembering the unfortunate incident with the orang laut, he approached her cautiously and introduced himself in Malay.
 But she was not afraid, and understood what he was saying, despite the Scottish lilt of Ronnie’s Malay. She introduced herself, and told him that she lived on the beach with her husband, who was a fisherman, and her two children. When Ronnie asked her how she came to live in Singapore, Moon Ling told him her family had perished in Fukien province during the great famine, so she had been forced to join a Chinese opera troupe. They had been shipwrecked in a terrible storm on their way to Malacca. She explained how she had been washed up on Pulau Belakang Mati, where she and her husband Badang bin Aman had managed to escape from the pirates who had landed on the beach. She had scared the superstitious men away by disguising herself as a pale-faced and blood–streaked jinn, using her theatrical paints that she had preserved from the shipwreck.
 While they were talking her husband arrived, carrying a catch of fish upon his spear. Moon Ling introduced Ronnie to him, and he smiled when Ronnie told him how much he had enjoyed his wife’s story of their escape from the pirates. He was a giant of a man, but he had a gentle nature. Ronnie had known his sort before, burly highlanders who were murderous in battle, but had the softest hearts for women and children.
 Ronnie started talking to the fisherman, and asked him if he knew anything about the early inhabitants of the island. On his walks he thought he had been able to make out the ruined lines of an ancient city.
 ‘Oh, you have come to the right man to ask about that!’ Moon Ling laughed, grinning towards her husband. ‘He’s a great storyteller, and knows all the legends of the early rajahs of Singapore. He entertains the young children with his stories, and some of the older folk as well.’
 ‘Why don’t you come back tomorrow evening,’ Badang bin Aman said, ‘when I will tell my son the stories of our ancestors, as I promised him I would.’
 Ronnie replied that had business to attend to the following morning, but that he should be able to come ashore again in the late afternoon.
 ‘Then you must share our food as well as our stories,’ Badang bin Aman said with a smile, and Ronnie agreed that he would join them for their evening meal.
 As he walked back to the longboat that was waiting to take him back to the Highland Lassie, Ronnie wondered idly to himself if Moon Ling had any sisters. Then he remembered what had happened to her sister during the great famine in Fukien province.
  
 *   *   *
  
 Ronnie returned the following evening, bringing along some fresh fruit as his contribution to the evening meal. He was surprised by the number of Malay children—and a good number of adults—who had come to listen to Badang bin Aman’s stories about the early rajahs.
 Badang bin Aman related how the ancient city of Singapura[3] had been founded many centuries ago by Sri Tri Buana, the former ruler of Palembang, who mistakenly thought he had seen a lion when he first landed on the island at Temasek.[4] He told how his ancestor Badang had saved the life of Sri Tri Buana’s son Paduka Sri Pikrama Wira, by hurling a giant stone at a warrior who was about to strike the rajah with a battle axe, and helped him drive the invading forces of the Majapahit back into the sea. It was said that Badang became the Rajah’s champion, and that his great strength was the gift of a jinn, whom he had caught raiding his fishing nets. The jinn had said he would grant Badang any wish if he would only set him free. Badang agreed, and wished for strength. The jinn made Badang drink his vomit from a banana leaf, and when he vanished, Badang attained the strength of ten men.
 He also told the tale of Rajah Paduka Sri Maharaja, who saved the city from an attack of giant swordfish, by following the advice of a young boy who suggested that he build a barricade of stakes, on which the swordfish impaled themselves. The local Malays called the place where the swordfish were destroyed Tanjong Pagar.[5] Fearing that the boy was a sorcerer in disguise, the ungrateful rajah ordered the murder of the boy. The following night, three men from the rajah’s bodyguard made their way to the poor hut where the boy lived with his grandmother, on the crest of a small hill west of the city wall. Grey clouds hid their shame from the face of the moon, but not the screams of the boy and his grandmother when the rajah’s men put them to death. But when the people came to investigate, they found no sign of the boy or his grandmother, or of the guards who had killed them. All they found was an empty hut, whose walls and floor were stained with dark red blood that flowed down the hill like a great river, seeping into the earth until the whole hill had turned red. And so it has remained since that dreadful night, and the people call the place Bukit Merah.[6]
 Finally Badang told the tale of Iskander Shah, the last Rajah of Singapura. He was the most powerful Rajah in the history of Singapura, who commanded a great pirate fleet and possessed a large harem. He had taken as one of his many wives, Zuraidah, the daughter of his chief treasurer, Sang Ranjuna Tapa, but he had ordered the princess strangled when he suspected her of taking a lover. That night a heartbroken Sang Ranjuna Tapa knelt in silent prayer before his daughter’s lifeless body, as the silver moonlight swept like an angry ghost across the room. In the morning he plotted his revenge. He invited the forces of the Majapahit to attack the city, with the promise that he would open the city gates to them. Sang Ranjuna Tapa was the first to die as the Majapahit stormed through the gates. Then they put the city to fire and sword, and tore down the walls.
 A hush fell over the listeners, as they imagined the dreadful night when the ancient city of Singapura had been destroyed. Ronnie was about to ask what happened to Iskander Shah, but one of the children beat him to it.
 ‘Iskander Shah managed to make his escape,’ Badang bin Aman replied, ‘and travelled up the west coast of the peninsula, where he established the city of Malacca and converted to Islam. Although,’ he added, ‘others say his body was returned to Singapura and laid to rest in a keramat[7] on the hill above us, which is known as Bukit Larangan.’
 This time Ronnie could not contain his curiosity. ‘Have you seen the keramat on the hill?’ he asked.
 ‘Oh no,’ Badang replied. ‘I have never been up that hill. It is forbidden.’
 When Ronnie returned to his ship that evening, his dreams were filled with strange visions of an ancient city, of murderous swordfish and a strangled Malay princess. When he woke the following morning, he was surer than ever that he had come to the right place.
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