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Prologue





  
  
    1834
  

  Tan Poh Neo sat by the upper window of her parents’ shophouse at Telok Ayer, looking out at the people going about their business below. A Chinese merchant on his way to work; a hawker carrying his pots and pans on a pole across his shoulders, looking for a place to set up a temporary stall; a tall Kling[1] woman in a red sari, moving with quiet grace across the road, weaving between the puddles left behind by the rain. Poh Neo’s grandmother was playing cherki[2] with her Bibik[3] friends downstairs in the front room, the sound of their laughter and the clacking of the cherki cards drifting upstairs. Poh Neo was excited and sad. Tomorrow was her twelfth birthday, when she would enter the world of womanhood. She would learn how to cook, sew and embroider, to conduct herself like a lady and to manage a household in preparation for her future role as wife and mother. Unusually for a Peranakan Chinese,[4] Poh Neo’s father had also arranged to have his daughter tutored in arithmetic and English, since he thought these would be useful skills for a wife to have, assuming her husband would be a merchant or clerk working for a British company in Singapore. She was excited about the forthcoming elevation of her social status, which marked the beginning of the long prelude to her own marriage.

  Yet she was also sad, because after the day was ended she could no longer play with her friends in the garden or travel in an open carriage in the streets. There would be no more games of catch or hide and seek, of marbles, congkak[5], or masak-masak[6], no more days of flying kites with other boys and girls along the seafront. From tomorrow, she would be confined to the house and would only be allowed to speak to the members of her own household. If for any reason she had to venture out of the house, she would be transported on a redi[7], hidden beneath a heavy sackcloth suspended from the wooden poles borne by two attendants.

  She heard her mother calling and went below to help her prepare the feast for her birthday celebration. The next day I get to see the whole world again will be my wedding day, she thought to herself. Already she longed for the freedom it would bring.

   

  *  *  *

   

  Alexander Guthrie and Tan Hong Chuan had tiffin together at John Francis’ Refreshment Room and Billiard Hall in Commercial Square.[8] After they had dined and discussed their business, Guthrie returned to his office, where he read the shipping reports and had a cup of tea. Tan Hong Chuan returned to his office, where he read the shipping reports and smoked an opium pipe. Tea and opium – the godowns[9] along Boat Quay were full of tea and opium. It was the foundation of the China trade and the commercial success of Singapore.

  The East India Company’s trade with China was originally based upon the export of British woollen goods and the import of Chinese silk, but all that had changed when the British acquired their habit of drinking tea. Chinese green tea had been imported as a medicine and digestif since the seventeenth century, and became fashionable among the gentry when Samuel Pepys, the famous diarist, gave his stamp of approval. It had remained an expensive indulgence of the upper classes until the early eighteenth century, when demand was stimulated by the importation of cheap sugar from the West Indies. When the Company began to import cheaper Chinese Bohea tea,[10]  stimulating demand further, the British collectively embraced tea drinking as the most pleasing means of imbibing sugar, and never looked back. They also developed a taste for Chinese porcelain, which conveniently provided the necessary ballast for the Company ships, as well as aesthetically pleasing crockery in which to brew and dispense the rich brown liquid.

  The tea trade increased almost fifty-fold between 1720 and 1770, from the importation of around two hundred thousand pounds per annum to close to nine million pounds per annum, providing windfall profits to the British Treasury, which shrewdly put a tax on it. By the 1820s, imports had reached thirty million pounds per annum, with taxes on tea making up ten percent of British government revenues. Yet there was also a major downside to the tea trade. The Chinese had very little interest in exported British woollen goods, which became uncompetitive with local products after China imposed trade restrictions in the eighteenth century, or European goods in general, with the exception of mechanical curios, such as automata in animal or human form. The increasing British demand for tea had to be met with increasingly large shipments of silver, which put a huge drain on the financial reserves of the Company and the British treasury.

  Then in the early eighteenth century the Company found a commodity that enabled them to reverse the flow of silver. This was Indian opium, which was produced under a British monopoly in Bengal and Malwa. British exportation of opium to China had gradually risen throughout the eighteenth century, from about two hundred chests in 1730 to around four thousand chests in 1790. Then it expanded rapidly at the beginning of the nineteenth century, rising from around ten thousand chests in the 1820s to over thirty thousand in the 1830s.

  In a series of Imperial edicts dating from the early eighteenth century, the Chinese had declared the use, cultivation and importation of opium illegal and subject to prosecution, but European, American, Parsee and Jewish merchants, who bribed the customs officials and merchants at Canton, continued the trade illegally. By the early nineteenth century, they had introduced a ‘corruption fund’, with a levy of forty dollars on each chest of opium to maintain their elaborate network of ‘blind-eye’ officials. Their fast clippers and small craft, known as sandhoppers and crawling dragons, ferried the opium up and down the Chinese coast and inland along the minor rivers. European and American merchants such as Jardine, Matheson and Co, Dent and Co, and Russell and Co reaped huge profits, as did the British government, which – notwithstanding an anti-opium lobby and a parliamentary inquiry – was only too aware that it depended on the tax revenue from the opium trade to cover its tea imports and Indian deficits.

  Then the river of silver that had flowed eastward to China began to flow westward to Great Britain. China went from a twenty-six-million-dollar surplus in her trade with Britain in 1810 to a thirty-six-million-dollar deficit in 1830. This greatly alarmed the Emperor Tao Kwang, for it created such a drain on the economy that one of his advisors presciently predicted that ‘if we continue to allow this trade to flourish, in a few dozen years, we will find ourselves not only with no soldiers to resist the enemy, but also with no money to equip the army.’ At the same time, many of his traditional Confucian mandarins condemned the immorality of opium smoking and warned the Emperor of the need to address the growing problem of opium addiction, which was said to afflict some ten million Chinese, from the lowliest labourers to the highest scholars and ministers.

  In the 1830s foreign trade with China was confined to the mouth of the Pearl River. Trading vessels were detained at Macau, the Portuguese occupied island at the mouth of the river, while contracts were negotiated with the foreign merchants, who occupied assigned factories on the Canton waterfront, outside of the city wall. When contracts were agreed, the European or American ships were first measured and taxed by the custom officials, then allowed to proceed to the main port of Whampoa to unload their goods. The conditions of trade and factory occupation were rigidly regulated. The foreigners were only allowed to occupy the factories during the trading season, which ran from October to May, and could not communicate directly with the Hoppo, the Superintendent of Maritime Customs: all business had to be conducted though the licensed Chinese merchants or Hongs, known collectively as the Cohong. No women or firearms were allowed in the factories; warships were not allowed to enter the Bogue, the narrow strait leading to the harbour approaches to Canton; and all trading ships were searched while they were detained at Macau. The representatives of the trading houses were confined to an area within one hundred yards of the gates of their factories; except that on the eighth, eighteenth and twenty-eighth days of the moon the ‘foreign barbarians’ were allowed out to visit the Flower Gardens and the Honam joss-house, so long as their parties were confined to less than ten members.

  Prostitutes plied their trade to sailors of all nationalities from the gaily painted junks anchored along the length and breadth of the river. Meanwhile, the British, American, Dutch, French, Spanish, Austrian, Danish, Swedish and Greek merchants lived in the lap of luxury in their gated brick houses and godowns, with their Chinese cooks and servants, their fine porcelain and silver, and their well-stocked wine cellars and stores of cheese, ham and fine French brandy and malt whisky. Their wives and families lived in luxurious homes on the shorefront of Macau, where the merchants retired to join them during the summer months when trade was suspended. They were making undreamt of sums of money, but they were also champing at the bit, for they knew that they had scarcely begun to tap the trading potential of the Celestial Kingdom. With the support of their governments, they wrote memorials petitioning the Emperor Tao Kwang to open more ports to European trade. As did the manufacturers and merchants of Manchester and Liverpool, who were desperate to extend the products of the industrial revolution to world markets.

  

  
    
      	Indian. ↵



      	Peranakan card game. ↵



      	Elderly Peranakan woman. ↵



      	Peranakan or Straits Chinese were descendants of Chinese merchants who came to Malacca and married Malay women, in the absence of suitable Chinese brides. The female children of their unions were not allowed to marry Malay men, and became available as brides for future generations of Chinese men. The male Peranakans called themselves Babas and the women Nonyas. The Peranakans maintained the dress and beliefs of traditional Chinese, but absorbed many aspects of Malay culture. They spoke a distinctive Peranakan patois, which was a mixture of Hokkien, Malay, and a smattering of English words drawn from business and commerce. They also developed a distinctive cuisine, which combined Chinese ingredients such as rice, noodles and stir-fried dishes with Malay staples such as coconut milk, green chillies, lime and lemongrass. Given their established links with the Malay community and the good relations they had developed with the British in Penang and Malacca, they were ideally situated to mediate commercial relations between the Chinese, British and Malay communities in Singapore. ↵



      	A mancala board game. ↵



      	A child’s game of cooking using miniature kitchen utensils. ‘Masak-masak’ means ‘cook-cook’ in Malay. ↵



      	‘Modesty board’. ↵



      	Open space of land behind the godowns on Boat Quay. Present day Raffles Place. ↵



      	Warehouse or other storage space, usually on a dockside. ↵



      	Black tea. ↵
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Map of Singapore, circa 1832-1854
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    1834
  

  When the East India Company lost its monopoly on the China trade in 1833, the British government sent out Lord John William Napier as Chief Superintendent of the British merchants in Canton. Napier’s primary mission was to supervise the Canton trade, but it was also hoped that through careful negotiation he might in due course be able to establish diplomatic relations with China, which the British government had been trying to achieve for the last century. Napier, a former Royal Navy captain who had served with Nelson at Trafalgar, saw no reason for delay. After depositing his wife and children at Macau in July 1834, he promptly sailed up the River Pearl in the cutter Louisa. When he reached Canton, he dispatched a letter requesting an audience with the Viceroy Lu Kun.

  Napier was a proud Scot, but he was no diplomat. He badly misjudged the Chinese, who barely tolerated the European trade, and did so only because of the extensive bribery and corruption that sustained the opium trade and permeated every layer of government administration. The Chinese believed that their Heavenly Middle Kingdom was located under the shadow of the circular Heaven, at the centre of the square Earth, with the Emperor at the centre of the Heavenly Middle Kingdom – the Lord of All Under Heaven. The Emperor and his mandarins were on a higher level than the ‘foreign barbarians’ who dwelt outside the circular shadow of Heaven, at the outer corners of the Earth, and who were dependent upon them. They believed that the barbarians of Great Britain depended on Chinese tea and rhubarb to keep them alive, to alleviate their chronic constipation brought on by their indulgent use of milk and cream. Given their self-sufficient economy and sense of their own superiority, the Chinese had no interest in developing diplomatic relations with the British government, and for the Viceroy Lu Kun to meet with a representative of the barbarian traders would be a serious breach of protocol. It had long been established that all communications from the foreign Canton traders and their representatives had to be delivered through the Cohong merchants, who were the only Chinese who were allowed by law to talk with the barbarians.

  The viceroy refused Napier’s request for a meeting and returned his letter. Lu Kun then ordered the Cohong merchants to suspend trade with the European and American merchants, and to instruct Napier to return to Macao, where he was to seek formal permission to enter the Pearl River before conducting negotiations through the Cohong merchants. Napier was affronted by this action. He responded by bringing up the armed frigates HMS Andromache and HMS Imogene from Macao to force the viceroy’s hand, but soon found his ships blockaded by the Qing navy. Before he could send another letter to the viceroy demanding an audience, he developed malarial fever and was forced to ask the European merchants to negotiate the lifting of the blockade through the Cohong merchants, so that he could return to Macao to receive medical attention. Viceroy Lu Kun agreed to lift the blockade and rescind the suspension of trading, leaving Napier to slink back with his frigates to Macao, where he died on October of that year.

   

  *  *  *

   

  William Jardine[1] sat in his office in Canton, cursing Viceroy Lu Kun. He had just heard the news about the death of Lord Napier. He muttered something about them a’ bein’ under hell and stormed off to consult with his partner James Matheson.[2]

  The two men had formed their own company, Jardine, Matheson and Co, in 1832. They worked well together – Jardine was the tough negotiator and visionary planner, and Matheson, the master organizer in total command of finances, correspondence and contracts. When the East India Company lost its monopoly on the China trade, Jardine and Matheson had swept into the vacuum, and quickly dominated the trade in China tea and Indian opium, with a host of other businesses and financial services. Both men were widely respected in the business community for their commercial success and their honesty and integrity in their dealings with their fellow merchants. Jardine became the acknowledged leader of the business community in Canton, and became known as the Tai-pan, or ‘great manager’.

  Jardine was tall, lean and wiry, a proud and sometimes overbearing man, with wavy brown hair and thick sideburns, a long aquiline nose and penetrating brown eyes. He was serious and reticent outside of business and had not much time for social company or graces. He had small, pouting lips, but from these almost feminine appendages came the most fearful obscenities if he was crossed. He was known in Canton as the ‘Iron Headed Old Rat.’ When an irate Portuguese captain once struck him over the head with a heavy cudgel during a fight in the European club, Jardine shrugged it off and knocked the man to the ground with a powerful right hook. Jardine worked long hours, and although he amassed a vast personal fortune, his Canton office was bare except for his desk and a cabinet for his papers. There were no chairs in his office other than his own, which served to impress upon the merchants who did business with him that he had no time to sit around and chat with them about social affairs or petty politics.

  Jardine operated the company’s opium trade through various Chinese middlemen, and smugglers who carried the drug inland and up and down the coast. With his undoubted gift of the gab, he managed to persuade Christian missionaries to serve as interpreters on his smuggling ships, so they would have the opportunity to make converts on their travels to the coastal towns and villages. Both Jardine and the missionaries wanted the Celestial Kingdom opened to British influence; Jardine to expand the trade in opium, the missionaries to spread the word of God.

  Matheson, by contrast, was short and somewhat portly, with bushy eyebrows, full red lips, a high forehead and a receding hairline. He was suave and avuncular, jovially at ease in social gatherings, and a great lover of the arts. He was an accomplished pianist and owned the only piano in Canton. But his easy manner did not get in the way of doing business. When a ship’s captain refused to unload opium in Canton on the Sabbath, Matheson had him dismissed. He explained to the man that while he had every respect for those with religious principles, they had no business in the opium trade.

  When Jardine entered Matheson’s office, his partner offered him a chair, with a smile. It was their private joke. Jardine refused, and stood towering over Matheson’s desk.

  ‘It’s a damned disgrace,’ he fumed, ‘and an insult tae a’ o’ us. We’re goin’ tae have to do something aboot this, or we’re goin tae lose the China trade altogether. We canna just sit here and let thae corrupt bastards dictate to us as if we were nae mair than coolies. And we’re nae going to open up this country by talkin’ to them, that’s for sure – we’ll need the big stick afore there’s any talk aboot carrots.’

  ‘What do you propose we do?’ replied Matheson, urging his friend to calm down and sit down, although Jardine did neither. ‘We’ve written to the king and the government and sent innumerable petitions. They do not seem to be very interested in China, although they’re happy enough to profit from it.’

  ‘I’ll tell you whit we should do. You were thinking o’ a trip hame, James, so why don’t you tak’ it and gang and see the foreign secretary and tell him that whit we need are men o’ war and marines tae open up the place, nae sniveling superintendents.’

  So, it was decided that Matheson would take their case directly to the British government.

  

  
    
      	William Jardine was born near Lochmaden, Dumfriesshire, Scotland on February 24, 1784. He was the son of a farmer, but excelled at school, and was admitted to the University of Edinburgh to study medicine in 1800 at the age of 16. With support for his tuition from his elder brother, and an apprenticeship with an Edinburgh surgeon, who provided board and lodgings, he was able to graduate in 1802, when he became a member of the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh. That same year he joined the East India Company as surgeon’s mate aboard the Brunswick, en route to India and China. Employees in the Company’s maritime service were allowed to trade in goods for their own profit and were assigned cargo space aboard Company ships. Jardine exploited this opportunity by not only trading on his own behalf, but by leasing the assigned space of other employees to expand upon it. Through such enterprise he had accumulated a sizeable sum of money by the time he left the Company in 1817, to serve as commercial agent and junior partner in the trading house of Cowasjee, Weeding and Jardine of Bombay. In 1823 Jardine travelled to Canton to become a junior partner in the firm of Charles Magniac and Co, one of the oldest British firms trading in China. When Charles Magniac died in Paris the following year, his son Hollingworth, who was intent on returning to England, appointed Jardine as senior managing partner in the firm, while he remained a silent partner. When Hollingworth’s younger brother Daniel was forced to resign from the firm in 1824 because it was discovered that he had married his Chinese mistress, Jardine found himself in control of the largest trading house in Canton. ↵



      	James Matheson was born in the village of Lairg, in the northern county of Sunderland, Scotland, on October 17, 1796. His father was a successful merchant who traded with India, and after attending Edinburgh University, James followed him into the family business. When his father died, James sold the business and sailed with his nephew Alexander Matheson for China, where both men thought the future lay. William Jardine invited James and his nephew to join Magniac and Co in 1827. ↵
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    1835
  

  Tan Poh Neo could not concentrate on her studies. Normally she enjoyed doing the complicated additions and multiplications, as well as engaging in the imaginary conversations she held with herself in English. It was a form of mental exercise that made her feel alive, which she much preferred to the endless cooking, sewing and embroidery that occupied her days, and which she knew would consume much of her married life. How she envied men, who got to use their brains all day in their businesses, calculating their gains and losses, and carefully planning their investments.

  But today she was too vexed to concentrate on her calculations and conversations. For today the matchmaker was coming, an elderly aunt who played cherki with her grandmother, and she was bringing Poh Neo’s prospective bridegroom to visit her father and mother. He was Mr Ong Chai Tong, a rich merchant and tin miner, who her father had known in Malacca. She had heard her father talk about him with respect, but she had never met him.

  She heard the doorbell jangling, and immediately motioned her maid to silence. She was forbidden to go downstairs to meet her intended, but she crept out of her small sitting room and tiptoed across the landing, until she came close to the window above the front door of the house. As in many Peranakan dwellings, there was a spy hole on the first floor just above the entrance hallway, and she bent down and peered through it.

  It was as she had expected. Ong Chai Tong was an older man, almost as old as her father, but unlike her father, who was tall and dignified, Ong was short and fat. He was neatly dressed in a baju lok chuan, a long-sleeved black silk jacket, with white trousers and a straw boater. But when he took off his hat she saw that he was completely bald and had a podgy baby face. She shivered in disgust and crept back to her room, trying to hide her tears. Later that evening her mother informed her that Mr Ong was acceptable to them, and that she should soon expect an official visit from Mr Ong’s family, which would include the matchmaker and an even number of elderly female relatives. If the family approved the match, their horoscopes would be consulted and auspicious dates set for their engagement and wedding.

  On the prearranged day, Mr Ong’s relatives arrived, while Poh Neo’s family were having their evening meal. This was considered an auspicious sign, so the visit got off to a good start. Poh Neo offered them sireh, betel nut and lime paste wrapped in betel vine leaf. Most of the Bibiks indulged themselves; the younger Nonyas and Babas merely touched the container to acknowledge the hospitality that was being offered. The relatives made small talk with her parents, who feigned surprise when the official reason for the visit was mentioned.

  Poh Neo served them tea and cakes. She wore a dark blue silk baju panjang, a long tunic with tapered sleeves over a light blue sarong, secured by a set of three silver jewelled kerosang.[1] Her hair was wound in a tight sanggul chignon,[2] which was held in place by two gold hairpins. The gold hairpins supported a bunga chot, a lower hairpiece wound with a garland of jasmine flowers. Poh Neo’s clothes were neatly pressed and creased, and she wore a red handkerchief tucked under her right shoulder to match her red embroidered slippers. The visitors seemed to approve and the matchmaker gave her a secret smile. Poh Neo’s stomach fluttered with anxiety. She was desperately trying to think of some way to discourage the relatives without offending her family, but her usually creative spirit failed her. They seemed to think she was an eminently suitable young lady, who could serve her husband well and manage his household.

  Her mother confirmed this when the relatives left. It was agreed that the families would exchange the days and times of their lunar births, so that an astrologer could compare their horoscopes. Poh Neo’s heart sank.

   

  *  *  *

   

  In February William Matheson arrived in London and arranged to meet with the Duke of Wellington, who was foreign secretary in the government of Sir Robert Peel. Wellington kept Matheson waiting outside his office for most of the day, then late in the afternoon he was admitted and allowed to present his case for expanding British trade and missionary work in China.

  The duke heard him out, but then responded with barely controlled anger: ‘I am appalled, sir. Are you not aware that this drug is illegal in the home country as well as in China? And are you not aware of the great immorality of your trade? Even the greatest of men succumb to your black mud. The Honourable Mr William Wilberforce and the great Lord Clive of India were hopeless addicts until the day they died. Did you know that, sir?’

  Matheson was insulted, but did not show it, and replied to the duke as best he could: ‘Your grace, I have been in China many years, and have never seen a native in the least bestialized by opium smoking. The Chinese upper classes smoke opium on convivial occasions, in much the same way as the English upper classes imbibe champagne, and alike in moderation. My own opinion is that the damage to health and morals wrought by gin and other spirituous liquors in England is vastly greater than anything associated with the smoking of opium.’

  The Iron Duke was unmoved.

  ‘Humbug and hypocrisy, Mr Matheson! I will not waste the resources of Great Britain in promoting such a damnable poison. We are done, sir! Good day!’

  

  
    
      	Pinned brooches. ↵



      	Tight hair bun. ↵
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  Tan Poh Neo scratched her ears, but they continued to itch. She knew it! It was surely a sign that she was about to receive some news. She hoped it was good news, for little that had happened in the past few weeks had brought her any pleasure. She almost wished that she could remain unmarried; she would at least have her calculations and language studies. How strange that she took so much pleasure in numbers and symbols. Her mother and sisters certainly thought it very strange, but her father did not mind; on the contrary, he did everything to encourage her. It had been his suggestion that she receive a basic education in arithmetic and English, so that she could be of some practical help to her future husband, beyond running his household. Her future husband? She sighed when she thought of Ong Chai Tong. He was pleasant and prosperous, but the bald and tubby middle-aged man was not the vision of her childhood dreams. However, she was resigned to her fate, which was not worse than death, she reflected with little comfort.

  Her mother entered the room and stood before her, her face and eyes downcast.

  ‘I have bad news, little one,’ she said, trying to control her voice. ‘The astrologer tells us that your horoscopes are crossed and warns of disaster if you marry. Mr Ong and his family do not wish for the wedding to go ahead, and we agree with them. I am so sorry for you. I know how much you were looking forward to the wedding, as we all were.’

  Poh Neo covered her face with her hands and bent her head down to her knees. Her mother stroked her head gently, and then shaking her own, left her daughter to deal with her sorrow as best she could. But behind her hands, Poh Neo smiled a smile of wholehearted relief. Good news indeed!

   

  *  *  *

   

  When Matheson returned to Canton and told Jardine about his dressing down by the Duke of Wellington, Jardine cursed again. Then he turned thoughtful and mused aloud: ‘Whit we need is an incident,’ he said, ‘and then whit we need is a war.’ Matheson agreed.

  They did not have to wait long, although Jardine was already on his way home to Scotland when it occurred.

   

  *  *  *

   

  Five years after the founding of Singapore in 1819, the British foreign secretary George Canning had proudly proclaimed to the British parliament that within six years Singapore would be able to produce sufficient spices to satisfy the needs of the mother country and all its colonies and dependencies. This confident prediction – based upon Sir Stamford Raffles’ optimistic estimates – had not come to pass, but during the 1830s the Singapore merchants and traders seemed hell bent on bringing it to fruition. They planted huge acreages of nutmeg, mulberry, cocoa, cloves, cotton, tobacco, sugarcane, coconut, mango, mangosteen, durian and pineapple. On May 24, they formed the Singapore Agricultural and Horticultural Society, largely through the efforts of Dr Montgomerie and Dr Oxley[1], both of whom owned large plantations. A committee was appointed, with Governor Murchison as honorary president. The members met once a month in each other’s houses, where they read papers on the cultivation of different types of crops and discussed the prospects for clearing and draining the jungle for the further development of agriculture in Singapore. Having determined to their own satisfaction that local conditions were conducive to the planting of nutmeg, pepper, gambier, cloves and other spices, the committee petitioned the governor-general in India to authorize the sale or longer lease of more land for agricultural purposes, which they believed would both bring in significant revenue and promote the general interests of the settlement.

  The Chinese continued to develop their early investments in pepper and gambier, as the market for gambier expanded in the 1830s, fuelled by the British dyeing and tanning industries. The two crops were grown together, because the waste from gambier production served as a fertilizer for pepper. The most successful planter was Seah Eu Chin,[2] who had used the profits from his business to purchase a large acreage northwest of the town, near Bukit Timah.[3] He had originally planted tea and nutmeg, with little success, but had made a huge personal fortune when he planted gambier and pepper, just at the time when the price of the crop rose internationally. He was the largest grower in Singapore and became known as the ‘Gambier King.’

  While the Chinese gambier and pepper plantations brought a fair return on investment, they had certain disadvantages when compared with other popular crops such as nutmeg, pineapple and coconut. The pepper quickly exhausted the soil, and large supplies of wood were required to provide fuel for the vats in which the gambier leaves had to be boiled, before they were pressed to extract their juices, which were then dried into a concentrated paste. The Chinese planters left a trail of devastation in the jungle as they kept moving their plantations further and further inland, and the wasteland they left behind was quickly overgrown with course lalang grass. As they moved further and further inland, they encroached more and more on the jungle ranges of the tigers, who snatched away increasing numbers of labourers, until it was said that they took at least one Chinese coolie for every day of the year.

  

  
    
      	Thomas Oxley was born in Dublin in 1805. After his medical training at Marischal College, Aberdeen, he joined the administration of the Straits Settlements in Penang in 1825 and was appointed assistant surgeon to the Penang Residency in 1830. That same year he was transferred to Singapore as assistant surgeon to Dr Montgomerie, then the senior surgeon. Oxley married Lucy Caroline Garling in 1833, and the couple had three children. He became senior surgeon in 1844 after Dr Montgomerie went on furlough. He purchased 173 acres of jungle which he formed into the Killiney Estates plantation, devoted to the cultivation of nutmeg. ↵



      	Seah Eu Chin was born in 1805 in Guangdong province in China. He came from a wealthy Teochew family and was educated in the Chinese classics. He immigrated to Singapore in 1823, originally working as a clerk and accountant. One of the few literate migrants of his day, he quickly established himself in the local merchant community, founding his own company in 1830. He established his first gambier plantation in 1835 and consolidated his many business enterprises into Eu Chin and Co that year. One of the wealthiest Chinese merchants, he was one of the few admitted to the (European dominated) Singapore Chamber of Commerce. A founder of the Ngee Ann kongsi, he contributed much to the Chinese community and played a mediating role between the Chinese community and the British administration. In recognition of his regular work as a grand juror, he was appointed as a justice of the peace, and became a naturalized British subject in 1853. He published the first accounts by a Chinese author of the living and working conditions of Chinese immigrants in Singapore. ↵



      	Tin hill. ↵
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    1836
  

  Hong Xiuquan stood outside the examination halls in the city of Canton in the early spring, preparing for his second Confucian state licentiate examination. He had passed the qualifying exam earlier in the year, and hoped to bring honour to his family by advancing to a successful career as a Confucian scholar and bureaucrat. Hong Xiuquan came from a poor Hakka farming family in Guanlubu, a small village in Hua county, about thirty miles north of Canton. He had two older brothers and one older sister by his father’s first wife, who died some years previously; his stepmother had no children of her own. Both of Hong’s elder brothers were married, and Hong had recently found himself a second wife, Lai, after the first wife his parents had chosen for him died within weeks of their marriage. The income from the family farm was scarcely enough to keep them all, so Hong had to support his academic studies by teaching at the local school.

  He was twenty-two years old, keenly conscious of his responsibilities to his family and his ancestors, as he stood with thousands of his fellow students, waiting for the examination to begin. Hong blinked in the bright morning sunlight that sparkled on the snow-capped rooftops and pine trees, the product of a freak snow storm – the first snowfall in Canton in forty years. He noticed two figures who emerged from a side street and began to address the crowd of students from a small stage. One of them was a foreign barbarian, who was inexplicably dressed in the style of the old Ming dynasty,[1] and spoke Chinese very badly. The second man was Cantonese and was interpreting the garbled speech of the foreigner. Hong found what they said to be very confusing. They promised to fulfil the students’ wishes – yet how could they do so if they did not know what their wishes were? Hong moved forward through the crowd to get a closer look, until he came to the edge of the stage.

  The foreigner was the Reverend Edwin Stevens, a graduate of Yale college and an ordained Presbyterian minister of Yale Theological Seminary. He came to China in 1832 as chaplain to the American Seamen’s Friends Society in Canton, but soon after began to try his hand at converting some of the local Chinese population. His mission had been particularly successful in recent years, when he had travelled with the American privateers that cruised the coastline north of Canton, and smuggled shipments of opium upriver with the connivance of the local authorities. Stevens had accompanied them ashore and upriver, distributing thousands of Chinese bibles and religious tracts along the way.

  He had penned some of these tracts himself, although he had to admit their doubtful utility given his difficulty with Chinese; most had been written by Liang Afa, a former Buddhist monk who converted to Christianity. Stevens had met Liang Afa shortly after he arrived in Canton, and the two men quickly became close friends. Stevens was particularly impressed by a Chinese tract that Liang had written to explain the essential elements of the Christian faith to his Chinese brothers, entitled Good words for exhorting the age, and distributed multiple copies of Liang’s tract on his missionary trips.

  The Cantonese, whom Stevens had converted, was always on the outlook for other potential converts. He watched Hong approach the stage and saw the puzzled look on his face as he tried to follow their message of hope and love to all men. At the end of the sermon, he reached down and handed Hong a copy of Liang’s. Good words for exhorting the age. He assured Hong that he would achieve the highest distinction in life, and that this work would guide his way. After the two preachers left, Hong glanced through the text. Flicking through the index, he noticed his own name, Hong, which means flood, in the title of the fourth tract. He read how the great God Ye-huo-hua,[2] who created all living things, had commanded their destruction in a great flood that covered all the earth, in punishment for the sins of men, who abandoned their creator and worshipped false gods and idols. Ye-huo-hua had only spared the righteous Noah and his family, whom he commanded to build a great ark, and to take on board a single pair of each of the animals that walked or flew or slithered across the earth. Hong read a few more stories before he and the others were called in to the examination.

  A few days later Hong learned that he had failed the examination, and he walked home in dejection. As he trudged along the dirt road, he suddenly remembered Liang’s tract, as he felt its weight in his pocket. He took it out intending to throw it into the ditch by the side of the road, to lighten his load. But for some strange reason, he suddenly stopped himself. He stood for a moment, puzzled by his own behaviour. Then he shrugged his shoulders and stuffed the tract back in his pocket as he set off again down the road.

  

  
    
      	Dynasty that ruled China for centuries prior to being displaced by the Manchu Qing dynasty in 1644. ↵



      	Jehovah. ↵
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    1837
  

  Soon it all began again. There was a new visitor to the home of Tan Poh Neo, come to seek her parents’ approval. When she went to observe him through the spy hole, she was overjoyed to find that he was a handsome young man, very smartly dressed, and with a full head of rich black hair! He was Lee Seng Huat, the son of a merchant from Palembang, who owned shops and land in Chinatown. The relatives visited, and she offered them sireh. Her parents feigned surprise when the relatives raised the subject of their visit. Once again Poh Neo served them tea and cakes, while they carefully observed her dress and demeanour. The families agreed to exchange birth dates and times and to consult with an astrologer, but this time Poh Neo felt sure there would be no problem, and that all the signs would be auspicious. She was not mistaken, and the dates of her engagement and marriage to Lee Seng Huat were quickly set.

  As soon as they were, Poh Neo set to work to embroider a pair of bedroom slippers for her future husband. She also began to sew her own kasut manek, a pair of patterned slippers decorated with cut beads in the shape of plants and animals, and her kebaya, a blouse-dress with elaborate designs worked in gold and silver threads interwoven with silk. Two weeks before the wedding, on Lap Chye,[1] the family of Lee Seng Huat came to exchange gifts with the family of Tan Poh Neo. The groom’s family brought wedding clothes and jewellery, a raw leg of ham, some bottles of Chinese wine and a bowl of keuh ee – red and white round balls of glutinous rice dough in a sweet syrup soup, the red and white symbolizing good luck and purity, and the roundness representing joy. The bride’s family gave them oranges and a silver belt in return, along with the slippers that Poh Neo had embroidered for her future husband.

  Lee Beng Swee, Seng Huat’s father, presented Mr Tan with two pairs of red candles wrapped in red paper on a silver tray. Mr Tan took the candles and replaced them with two others, which Mr Lee accepted. Mr Tan lit the candles that he removed, and both families paid their respects to the gods and their ancestors. Madam Tan served refreshments, after which the groom’s family returned home. Neither the bride nor groom took any part in the ceremonies.

  Six days before the wedding, official invitations were sent out to friends and relatives. The male guests received a bowl of keuh ee with their invitations, the female guests sa kapor siray, slices of betel nut folded within triangles of sireh leaf, presented in a silver bowl wrapped in a silk handkerchief. This marked the beginning of the wedding preparations.

  The Tan’s house was cleaned from top to bottom, and then decorated for the wedding. Poh Neo’s bridal chamber was prepared, and furnished with new curtains, tapestries, carpets and flowers. The women placed pisang raja bananas, serai[2] and yams in an earthenware pot, along with three joss sticks, to symbolize wealth, longevity and fertility. They placed bunches of bunga rampai around the room, pot-pourris of fragrant pandan leaves, jasmine and frangipani, and fresh incense. During the an chng ceremony,[3] a teenage boy born in the year of the dragon, from a large family with both parents living, rolled back and forth three times across the bed in his best clothes, to bless the first-born male child. When they had completed their preparations, the women placed sweet dishes and a spray of bunga rampai upon the bridal bed, to prevent malicious spirits from entering it, while male relatives of the bride stood guard outside the chamber to prevent the room from being defiled.

  Over the next few days the women prepared the food for the wedding. Separate days were dedicated to the preparation of different ingredients and dishes, such as onions, garlic and sambal. Then came the ceremony of sang jit, when the groom’s family walked in procession to the bride’s house, accompanied by a serunee band, who played a lively accompaniment on their flutes, zithers, gongs and tambourines. Gifts were once again exchanged between the families to the accompaniment of music.

  Two days before the wedding, an elderly Nonya aunt prepared Poh Neo’s hair, in the ceremony known as the berandam. She combed and trimmed Poh Neo’s hair, and tied it up with a white ribbon symbolizing purity. The aunt noted how Poh Neo’s hair combed smoothly away from her hairline and did not curl back. She was pleased to confirm that Poh Neo was indeed a virgin.

  The chia lang keh, the banquet for the wedding guests, was held on the day before the wedding. The house was thoroughly cleaned again, and long tables were set up for food and refreshments. The female guests were invited to lunch and the male guests to dinner. They presented Poh Neo and Seng Huat with ang pao, lucky red packets containing money, and a pair of red candles, also for good luck. When the guests had all left, the main hall of the house was prepared for the chiu thau ceremony, representing the entry of the bride to adulthood; a similar ceremony would be conducted for Seng Huat in his parents’ home. Prior to the ceremony, the bride and groom bathed and dressed in the white suits that they would wear until the completion of the wedding ceremony. They would never wear these clothes again until they died, when they would be buried in them.

  The chiu thau ceremony took place late in the evening and lasted until the early morning of the wedding day. In the home of Poh Neo, her father prayed and lit the candles on the special sam kai altar that had been set up to solemnize the marriage; the altar represented Heaven, Earth and Man, and was dedicated to the Jade Emperor. Poh Neo sat upon an upturned rice measure on a round bamboo tray, covered with a piece of red carpet. Her sang kheh umm, her mistress of ceremonies, the elderly hairdresser who had conducted her berandam, presented a tray of objects to the teenage boy who had conducted the an chng ceremony, who in turn presented them to Poh Neo. They included a ruler and a sharp razor, which warned her to exercise wisdom in her judgments and to be careful in her actions. The boy held a scale above her head, and then lowered it to her feet, cautioning her to weigh all her actions. Her sang kheh umm then set her hair with gold and diamond pins to form a jewelled crown. When the altar candles burned out, the ceremony was complete. Poh Neo was dressed in her wedding clothes, and final prayers were offered to the gods and ancestors.

  At last she was prepared for the twelve days of her wedding! How long it took for Peranakans to get married, she thought, unlike other races or clans. She supposed it somehow represented the complexity of the web of interwoven Chinese and Malay customs. But she was happy and excited. Now she would get to see her husband up close at last, and she would finally experience the mysterious act her mother and her sister had prepared her for. She hoped she would be able to survive the ordeal without screaming!

  

  
    
      	Engagement day. ↵



      	Lemongrass. ↵



      	Blessing of the bridal bed. ↵
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  On the morning of the wedding day, the family lanterns were lit outside the groom’s house. Lee Seng Huat’s father led him out to the waiting carriage and gave him a cup of wine before he left. Seng Huat, who was immaculately dressed in a purple and gold silk jacket and dark blue embroidered sarong, quaffed the wine and mounted the carriage with an eager step – he was looking forward to seeing his bride for the first time. In the back of the carriage his parents placed two sticks of sugarcane, symbolizing a sweet and long life, and a young cockerel and hen tied together in a rattan basket, symbolizing fertility.

  Just before noon the wedding party set off, led by the groom’s pak chindek, his master of ceremonies, who would direct him through the complex rituals. The groom’s two best men accompanied them, along with a cymbal player, a flautist and two gong masters. As the procession wound its way to Tan Poh Neo’s house, a company of serunee trumpeters played processional music. The groom’s attendants held forth large brass trays on which they displayed the gifts for the bride, including jewellery from the groom’s parents, while other attendants carried layers of lacquered wooden baskets on wooden poles, which contained gifts for the bride’s parents – a roast piglet, chickens, ducks, fruit, wine and candles.

  Firecrackers exploded overhead as the procession arrived at the bride’s house, where the groom’s party were showered with yellow rice and sprinkled with perfumed water. When Lee Seng Huat arrived at the door, he was received by a pageboy, who presented him with an orange on a silver platter. Seng Huat waited at the door until an elderly family member greeted him, whereupon he entered the bride’s house and was served tea. The ronggeng band and dancers began their performance, while Seng Huat waited to meet his bride. As he waited, the sang kheh umm made final adjustments to Poh Neo’s dress, sternly reminding her of the details of the forthcoming rituals. When she was done, Poh Neo’s parents covered her head with a veil of black netting, symbolizing her sadness at leaving behind her parents and her childhood, and her apprehension about her future adult life.

  Then it was time for the chim pang ceremony, the first meeting of the bridegroom and bride. Seng Huat knocked gently on the door of the bridal chamber, and invited Poh Neo to come out. Eventually her sang kheh umm led her through the doorway, and the couple bowed to each other. Then Poh Neo led Seng Huat into the bridal chamber, where he removed her veil, and the couple saw each other for the first time. Both were very pleased with what they saw. Seng Huat was as dark and handsome and clear-skinned as she remembered him, albeit from above, and he had very white teeth and a warm, almost feminine smile. To Seng Huat, Poh Neo seemed the very epitome of female beauty – she had a round face and a small red mouth, with a full lower lip. She had large brown eyes, a small nose and chin, and straight black hair. Her skin was pure and white, and as smooth as alabaster. They smiled at each other and their smiles were genuine smiles of happiness at their good fortune.

  The couple were then seated on two red lacquered chairs and served a small bowl of keuh ee, which contained one red and one white dumpling, as a blessing for the sweetness of their life. Then came the makan choon tok[1] ceremony. The couple was presented with twelve different types of dishes, which they served each other using silver chopsticks. This was their first meal together as husband and wife, demonstrating their care and commitment to each other. The two tall candles on the table represented Seng Huat and Poh Neo. Seng Huat’s candle burned out first, indicating that he would be the first to die.

  When the meal was completed, the couple knelt before the bride’s parents to demonstrate their respect, and visited the groom’s parents to perform the same ceremony. Then they visited their relatives before returning to their respective homes. Later that evening an attendant and pageboy invited Seng Huat back to Poh Neo’s house. Seng Huat’s friends were already gathered there, and they made jokes about the newly married couple, mainly concerning the subject of men and women and childbirth. Their goal was to make Poh Neo laugh; if she did, Seng Huat would have to buy whoever made her laugh a free dinner. Poh Neo could not suppress a smile when one of Seng Huat’s friends made a risqué joke about looking for slippers in the strangest places, and Seng Huat agreed to stand the man a free dinner with good grace.

  After Seng Huat’s friends had left, the couple returned to the bridal chamber. Seng Huat was gentle with her, and she found that her first sexual experience was nothing like the dreadful ordeal she had been led to expect. It was a little painful to begin with, but otherwise quite pleasant. But she was a little disappointed that her dark and handsome husband was not a more passionate lover – he seemed to treat their lovemaking as little more than a bodily function, and it was all over so quickly! Perhaps things would improve, as they grew more familiar with each other, she thought and hoped to herself. After all, their wedding night would last for twelve whole days! She stretched out on the bed like a cat, contemplating with pleasure the beginning of her freedom. When the twelve wedding days were over, she would be free to go out into the world again – to visit friends, to go to the market, or just walk in the street outside her home.

  She rose before dawn to prepare the water for Seng Huat’s morning ablutions. He rose at the first sound of the cock crowing, and returned home shortly afterwards, leaving an ang pao red packet by the washstand to acknowledge his gratitude. He returned in the evening only after having been re-invited by Poh Neo. They repeated this ritual ceremony of departure and return until the twelfth day, which represented his privileged position as the special guest of Poh Neo.

  On the twelfth day, their marriage was confirmed during the dua belas hari[2] ceremony. In the early morning, a ceremonial silver platter of sireh was prepared, with sliced betel nut, lime and gambier. Then the Tans invited Madam Lee to inspect the bloodstained cloth that they had taken from the bridal chamber. Madam Lee picked up a piece of lime and squeezed its juice over the bloodstain. She nodded with satisfaction. The stain did not run, confirming Poh Neo’s virginity. To demonstrate her approval, she sent breakfast platters of nasi lemak[3] over to Poh Neo’s house.

  In the afternoon, a rooster and hen were released under the bridal bed, and bets were taken as to which would emerge first. The rooster came out first, which indicated that the firstborn would be a son, which made everyone very happy (except for the few who had bet on the hen). The wedding ceremonies ended with the chia ching kay, a huge dinner party thrown by the Lees for the Tans and all those family members who had assisted in the wedding ceremonies. Despite the auspicious appearance of the rooster, and the yams, bananas and lemongrass placed under their bed to promote their fertility, Seng Huat and Poh Neo did not try to conceive a son that evening. They were too tired and fell asleep as soon as they lay down on their bed. Married at last!

  

  
    
      	First meal. ↵



      	Twelfth day. ↵



      	Fragrant rice cooked in coconut milk and pandan leaf. ↵
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  Shortly after the Chinese New Year celebrations, Hong Xiuquan retook and passed the local qualifying examinations, then travelled to Canton to retake the state examinations. This time there were no missionaries to distract him, but he failed the examinations once again. When he heard the news, he was overcome with grief and shame. He had let himself and his family down. He was so despondent that he felt physically ill. When he arrived home, he immediately took to his bed and fell into a fitful sleep. He dreamed that a great crowd of people had gathered round his bedside, summoning him to visit Yan Luo, the King of Hell. When he woke, he knew he was dying, and he summoned his family and relatives to bid them farewell. His brothers raised him up in his bed and propped his head against a pile of pillows. Hong Xiuquan told them that his days on earth were numbered and that his life would soon come to an end. In a hoarse voice, he begged his parents’ forgiveness.

  ‘My parents, I have failed you, and have not repaid your love for me. I had dreamed to bring distinction to the family name, but now I know that will never be. Please forgive me.’

  His wife Lai, pregnant with their first child, wept and begged him not to despair. But Hong Xiuquan told her all was lost, and that she should look to his brothers for support when he died. Then he slipped back into unconsciousness, and his brothers laid him down again upon the bed. His father called upon the undertaker and began to prepare for his death.

   

  *  *  *

   

  First Hong Xiuquan heard the music, the sweetest music he had ever known. Once again, a great crowd gathered round his bedside, but this time he felt no fear, for the music seemed to ease his restless soul. Young children appeared before him in yellow robes, and in their midst, he saw a cock, a tiger and a dragon – the fabled beasts that wander the spirit world. As he gazed in wonder some richly dressed attendants appeared and lifted him into a sedan chair, then carried him along a long road until they reached a great city, whose golden gates shimmered in the pure white light.

  Attendants in black robes emblazoned with golden dragons lifted him from the chair. To Hong’s dismay they proceeded to slice open his chest and stomach with sharp knives – they removed his heart, his liver and other internal organs. Yet he was amazed to find that he felt no pain and watched in wonder as they replaced his old organs with new ones, then sealed up his wounds with a miraculous salve. A woman of great beauty appeared before him, who called him her son, and explained that his body had been fouled by his descent to earth. She led him to the edge of a softly flowing silver stream, where she washed his naked body and dressed him in a black dragon robe of the finest silk. He suddenly thought that he must have died, and that this strange woman must be the goddess Meng, who had made him drink from the cup of forgetfulness before returning to a new cycle of earthy life. For he found he could remember nothing of his former life, whether he had been a good or an evil man, or whether he had married and had a son who would honour his memory. He could not remember drinking from the cup of forgetfulness – but that of course was to be expected.

  The woman who called herself his mother then told Hong she would take him to visit his father. She led him through a many-chambered palace white as pearl, until they came upon a great hall, the dome of which stretched to the very edge of Heaven itself. Hong stood before a noble king who sat erect upon a great white throne. ‘This is your father,’ she said to him, and bowed out of his presence. Hong Xiuquan looked up in awe at the figure before him, who was dressed in a robe of silk as black as midnight when the moon is hidden, with long golden hair and a golden beard that hung down to his waist. Hong looked into the golden eyes of his father and was entranced. He saw the tears in his eyes. He sensed the silent depths of his father’s sorrow and the thunderous roar of his anger. Hong fell down and prostrated himself before his father, who greeted him: ‘So, you have returned, my son. Rise up and listen to what I have to say to you.’

  Hong rose and stood before his father, who exclaimed in a loud voice that echoed through the great empty hall to the very edge of Heaven: ‘Why do they not respect and fear me? Why do they ignore me, who has created them? Why do they make sacrifices to the demons that have led them astray? Do they not know the depth of my pity for them, or the extent of my anger?’

  ‘I will return to earth and warn them, Father,’ Hong offered. But his father only sighed in response, then raised his hand and pointed a long finger towards the white marble floor, which was suddenly rent asunder to reveal the corruption of men and women who had transformed their original good natures. Men and women who lied and cheated. Men who beat their wives and wives who poisoned their husbands. Men who had sex with other men and women who had sex with other women, or with women and men who were not their wives or husbands. Men and women who left their baby daughters to die and rot by the roadside. Hong’s heart felt like a lead weight in his chest when he saw the depth of their depravity. He feared his father’s anger but was moved to ask him:

  ‘Father, if they are so wicked, why do you not destroy them, and create a new race of men and women, a race purged of sin and knowledge of devils?’

  His father replied that the evil had spread too far, and that the devils had invaded the thirty-three levels of Heaven.

  ‘But why did you let them come so far, Father, when you could have destroyed them?’ Hong urged.

  ‘My son, I have my reasons, and they will know my wrath at the end of days. But you may act now if it is your will to do so, and drive the devils out of Heaven.’

  Hong assured his father that he most earnestly willed to do so, whereupon his father bestowed upon him two gifts – a great sword called Snow in the Clouds and a golden seal. His Heavenly father then introduced Hong to his older brother, who was tall and thin and whose sad eyes, Hong thought, seemed to reflect the constant sorrow of the earthly world. Hong and his brother set out to battle against Yan Luo, the King of Hell, and his legions of demons. While his brother held up the golden seal, whose piercing light blinded the demons, Hong wielded his great sword and drove them down through the levels of Heaven, until he drove them back down to the earth itself. Hong was intent upon the destruction of Yan Luo, but he proved difficult to kill, for he constantly changed his form. He transformed himself from a man demon to an alligator, from an alligator to a fox, from a fox to a flock of birds, and from a flock of birds to a mesmeric serpent of rainbow hue, who hid his dark evil from the light of Heaven. Hong eventually managed to capture Yan Luo, and offered him to his father as a prisoner. But his father told him to release the demon king on earth, for if he was taken back he might escape and corrupt Heaven once again, and feed on the souls of those who he bewitched with the false beauty of his serpent form.

  ‘Then let me kill him, Father,’ Hong cried out, ‘and put an end to evil!’ Yet his Heavenly father shook his head, and ordered that Yan Luo be released. However, he did not spare the other devils, who Hong and his elder brother destroyed in great numbers. The blood that ran from their severed heads and sliced bodies stained the earth dark with the foul juices of their evil spirits.

  When the battle was finally over, his father and mother rejoiced, and introduced him to his heavenly wife, First Chief Moon. First Chief Moon cared for Hong Xiuquan while he rested and learned from his Heavenly father the eternal truths about Heaven and mankind; about what is and what ought to be; and about what would eventually come to pass, the time of Taiping – the time of Heavenly Peace on Earth. First Chief Moon bore him a son, a beautiful boy with golden hair, and Hong was content as he rested in Heaven and listened to the sweet melodies that freed his mind from all earthly cares and responsibilities.

  Then one day his Heavenly father came to him and told him that he must return to earth, to bring about the Kingdom of Heavenly Peace on Earth. Hong Xiuquan bade farewell to his wife and son, his elder brother, and his Heavenly father and mother. As he prepared to return to earth, his Heavenly father said to him:

  ‘Have courage my son, and fulfil my will. Fear not, for I am with you always, and will protect you against all evil.’

   

  *  *  *

   

  The family and relations took turns watching Hong Xiuquan. He was close to death, they were sure, but he had also turned quite mad. If he escaped, he would pose a danger to them all, for if in his madness he injured or killed some innocent person, they would all be punished according to the law. So, they kept the door bolted and watched over him. Sometimes Hong would sleep peacefully, as white faced as a cadaver, and they would wait for death to take him. But then the colour would return to his cheeks, and he would leap up and cry out, waving his hand in the air as if he was wielding a sword. At other times he would recite poetry, strange verses about a Heavenly father and Heavenly peace. When they tried to talk and reason with him, he screamed and spat at them in reply, and when they appealed to him as their beloved son, brother or husband, he denied they were his family.

  Then all of a sudden it was all over, like a great storm abated. Hong Xiuquan woke one morning and recognized his wife Lai. He was greatly pleased to learn that she had given birth to a daughter. Hong Xiuquan did not die and was reconciled with his family. Things slowly began to return to normal. Hong returned to teaching and once again began to prepare himself for the local and state examinations. He remembered his dream vividly, but could make no sense of it, and thought it best not to mention it to the others. He absorbed himself in his study of the Confucian texts and came close to forgetting about it altogether.

  They all thought that he had been stricken with madness or possessed by demons, and Hong himself had his own fears concerning these possibilities. But one of his relations, his cousin Hong Rengan, who lived nearby and who had taken his turn watching Hong through his confinement, thought differently. Hong Rengan knew in his heart that there was some deep meaning to Hong Xiuquan’s mysterious behaviour. He hoped with all his heart that one day he would reveal it to him.
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  In March, George Bonham was appointed governor of the Straits Settlements.[1] In actuality, his appointment dated back to December 1836, when Kenneth Murchison had left for Europe. This was an easy transfer of authority since Bonham had served as acting governor for much of Murchison’s term as governor. Thomas Church, the assistant resident, took over Bonham’s position as resident councillor. One of Bonham’s first acts as governor was to establish Singapore as the permanent residence of the governor of the Straits Settlements, institutionalizing the priority of the new port in relation to the older settlements of Penang and Malacca.

  The first game of cricket was played on the Esplanade[2] by the crews of two British merchantmen, to the pleasure of the crowd who watched the game, but to the displeasure of those who objected to games of sport being played on the Sabbath day.

   

  *  *  *

   

  The first meeting of the Singapore Temperance Society was held on Monday, August 28, with Mr Church, the resident councillor, as president, and Lieutenant Ashley of the Bengal Artillery as secretary. Dr Oxley and members of the clergy served on the committee. When John Simpson visited his friend Captain Scott later that week, he made a joke in poor taste about all them ministers dying young on account of their being teetotallers. Yet it was true that many of the ministers associated with the settlement had died young, and it was Dr Montgomerie’s belief that a good dram was the best prophylactic against malaria.

  On Saturday, September 16, HMS Zebra arrived from Penang bearing the news of the death of King William the Fourth. The following day, which was a Sunday, at one o’clock, the shore batteries and guns of the Zebra fired a seventy-two-gun salute, representing the age at which the old king had died. On the Monday morning at noon, the same guns fired a Royal salute to announce the accession of the Princess Victoria as Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, and of the British Territories in the East Indies. The Singapore Free Press ran black mourning borders for three weeks.

   

  *  *  *

   

  Arjun Nath and Naraina Pillai came down from Malacca to Singapore with Sir Stamford Raffles in 1819. Arjun originally worked with Naraina Pillai as a brickmaker and later as manager of half his brick kilns. Five years later, when he had saved up enough money, he bought himself a dairy herd, since he had always wanted to be a dairy farmer. He also wanted a wife but had despaired of ever finding one in Singapore. Then one night he had a dream of a tiger and a beautiful woman, with D – o – o – m – g – a  emblazoned upon her forehead. Shortly after, he came across the tiger and the woman in real life, by the well at Telok Ayer. They managed to avoid the tiger, and he learned that she was a convict transported from Calcutta, who had murdered her husband when she found him molesting their daughter. She had been put in service with a Chinese shopkeeper, but Arjun managed to negotiate her release into his custody. Her name was Chandi,[3] and he married her soon after.

  On this day Arjun was taking his family to the shrine dedicated to the goddess Kali, the consort of Lord Siva and destroyer of demons, which had recently been built off Serangoon Road by Tamil labourers who worked in the limekilns at Kampong Kapor.[4] Arjun Nath had prospered. His dairy herd had grown, and he did a good trade with the European merchants and Indian boatmen, whose populations continued to grow as the settlement expanded. He kept his dairy herd in an enclosure he had cleared north west of Serangoon Road, close to Balestier Plain, where he employed three former convicts as workmen to help him with the feeding and milking of the cattle. His wife had borne him two fine boys and a beautiful daughter, and they went to the shrine regularly to give thanks for their good fortune and to pray to the goddess Kali for her protection against future evil. Arjun Nath had built a small house, constructed from bricks he made for himself while working for Naraina Pillai. His former employer had tried to persuade him several times over the years to rejoin his company, saying that Arjun was the best man who ever worked for him. But Arjun was content with his life, for he had realized more than he ever dreamed possible when he had come down from Malacca with Mr Raffles and Tuan Farquhar eighteen years before.

  Today they were celebrating Deepavali, the festival of lights. They had risen early and bathed in gingelly oil,[5] then dressed in new clothes and visited the shrine. In the evening they lit the house with clay lamps, while Arjun’s wife laid out the cakes and sweetmeats she had prepared weeks before. Arjun and his children set off the firecrackers and sparklers that he had purchased earlier from a Chinese shopkeeper. Arjun enjoyed this glittering festival and reflected on the meaning of the festival of lights, which represented the triumph of good over evil and of light over darkness.

  Arjun remembered how Rama, son of King Dasaratha of Ayodhya, and one of the incarnations of the god Vishnu, was sent into exile by his father. King Dasaratha had granted his youngest wife Kaikeyi two wishes after she saved his life in battle: she demanded that her son Bharata inherit the throne when King Dasaratha died, and that his son Rama be sent into exile in the forest. King Dasaratha reluctantly agreed, and Rama accepted his father’s command to dwell in the forest for the next fourteen years. His devoted wife Sita and his brother Lakshmana followed him into exile, saying that Ayodhya was wherever Rama was.

  When King Dasaratha died, Bharata was summoned to the throne, but was aghast when he heard what his selfish mother had done. Bharata promised to restore Rama as king and set off to search for him in the forest, where he found Rama, Sita and Lakshmana living peacefully in a cottage they had built for themselves. Bharata begged Rama to return as king, but Rama said he could not, because he would not break his vow to his father to remain in the forest for fourteen years. However, they agreed that Bharata would take Rama’s sandals back to Ayodhya to symbolically enthrone him, and that Bharata would serve as regent in his stead while Rama served out the remaining years of his exile.

  Rama and Sita and Lakshmana learned to live as frugally and peaceably as the hermits and sages who dwelt with them in the forest. But Ravana, the demon-king of Lanka, was enraptured by Sita’s great beauty. He tricked the brothers into leaving her alone in the forest, where he kidnapped Sita and carried her off into the air. Rama and Lakshmana set of in pursuit, and joined forces with Hanuman, the monkey-faced son of the Wind God, and his army of monkeys. For a year and a half, they fought the armies of Ravana, until finally Rama killed the demon-king in a pitched battle and destroyed his forces. He rescued Sita alive, and she walked through fire to prove that she had remained faithful during her captivity.

  When the time came for them to return to Ayodhya after the fourteen years of exile were passed, Hanuman flew on ahead to announce their arrival. The people of Ayodhya rejoiced at the news of the return of Rama, but were concerned that he would be returning in the late evening of the following day. For on that night there would be no moon, because it was new moon day and the country would be blanketed in darkness. The following night they set out clay lamps in all the houses and lit up the night sky with fireworks to welcome home King Rama of Ayodhya, his wife Sita and his brother Lakshmana. This was the event that was celebrated annually during the festival of lights.

  

  
    
      	After John Crawford, the third resident of Singapore, retired in August, 1826, the East India Company united Singapore with Penang and Malacca to form the Presidency of the Straits Settlements. Penang became the official seat of the governor of the Settlements, until George Bonham transferred it to Singapore in 1837, with resident councillors appointed to each of the three settlements. From 1833 onwards, the governor of the Settlements no longer communicated directly with the Court of Directors of the East India Company in London, but with the Governor-General in India, who provided quarterly reports to the East India Company. The Indian government managed the Settlements for the next thirty-four years (until Singapore became a Crown Colony in 1867), during which time the governor-general in India appointed the governors and resident councillors of the Straits Settlements. ↵



      	An open field in the centre of Singapore, reserved for public use, lying between Esplanade Road (later St Andrew’s Road) and the seafront. Later known as the Padang, from the Malay word for ‘field’. ↵



      	Moonlight. ↵



      	Lime village. ↵



      	Indian sesame oil. ↵
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