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Bet el chew ng
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THE practice of sirih (betel) chewing in Mal aysia has steadily decreased
since the 1950s. Today the situation may best be described as "hidup
segan, mati tak mahu" (which when roughly transl ated neans "barely hangi ng
on").

Anti que deal er Azman Mohamad Ali of Kanpung Melayu in Air Itam Penang,
said sirih chewing will not die out as the sirih still plays an inportant
role in Mal ay weddi ng and betrot hal cerenonies.

"The sirih is also a necessary itemin the cures of nmany bonphs or
traditional healers," he said.

However, the najority of those still taking sirih, he observed, bel onged
to the ol der generati on.

Traditional Ml ay herbalist Zakaria Ahmad from Bedong, Kedah, said only
about 20 per cent of sirih consuners are |left today as conpared to the
1960s.

It was in the early 1960s that a Kedah Member of Parlianent, a certain
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, warned that the practice of sirih chewing was a ngj or
cause of oral cancer.

Tests have been carried out in Britain and other countries and these
have shown sonme links to oral cancer

In late 1990, Richard Chang, chief oral surgeon at Veterans Hospital in
Tai peh, said: "W cannot say there is a direct relation between ora
cancer and betel chewing, but the fact is that 91 per cent of our patients
who have oral cancer are betel chewers.”

Her bal i st Zakaria said the danger cane fromthe |ine paste which many
use as an ingredient to go with the betel |eaves, betel nut and ganbier.

"Wthout the lime, the betel |eaf, nut and ganbier would certainly be
good for health. But nmany sirih consuners say the |lime provides the
“kick'," he said.

P. Murugi ah, Ml aysia H ndu Sangam s social and welfare committee
chairman, recalled that the Consuners Associ ati on of Penang (CAP) had
carried out tests on the linme used by betel chewers and had found it to
have a high | ead content.

"In recent years, sirih chewi ng seens to be popul ar agai n anong | ndi an
yout hs, especially at weddi ngs where the sirih offered is attractively
packaged, " he said.

Foodstal | operator Maheran Sudin, 48, of Kanpung Sul ok in Tel uk Kunbar,
Penang, said her late father, Sudin Mat Dahari, a padi planter cum
fisherman used to consune a lot of sirih - conplete with betel nut,
ganbier and linme - without suffering any adverse effects.

"He had strong teeth and was hal e and hearty in all aspects. He was in
his 80s when he died of old age in 1964," she said.

Housew f e Roki ah Hassan, 56, of Kanpung Raja in Besut, Terengganu, said
nost of the elderly kanmpung wonen who coul d not go without sirih have
since passed on

"The present generation does not seemto be nissing sirih at all, and
none is served to visitors as in the old days," she said.

Pensioner Ismail Salleh of Alor Star said there were fewer "kebun sirih"
| eft in Kedah today. The decline in betel chew ng, he said, began just
after Merdeka

"Sirih is no |longer offered to guests at weddi ngs today. Perhaps the
present generation regards betel chewi ng as an unhygienic practice," he



sai d.

However, Zoyah Abdul | ah from Kubang Semang, Bukit Mertajam said sirih
chewi ng was still very nuch alive in her kanpung, especially anbng wonen
in the 50-plus age group

"Their teeth seemto be in nmuch better condition than those of younger
peopl e who do not consune sirih at all," she said.

Quite a fewvillagers, she said, plant sirih in their gardens and
backyards and there is no probl emobtaining a regular supply.

State Chi nese Associ ation president Datuk Khoo Keat Siew said sirih
chewi ng was a conmon practice for Nyonyas especially during pre-war days.
"You could find sirih in alnost every Nyonya hone in those days and it

was the practice to offer sirih to their visitors," he said.

Only a few ol der generation Nyonyas, he said, were still chewing sirih
today whil e the younger generation has shown no interest in the practice.

Sirih also featured prom nently at Baba Nyonya weddi ng cerenpnies in the
early 1900s.

A fortnight before the weddi ng, the nothers of both bride and groom
woul d prepare snmal|l pieces of betel nut (about 1.3cmlong or even snaller)
which were rolled in betel I|eaves.

These were put inside a small silver container which was brought by the
nmot hers as they went around to the hones of friends and relatives to
invite themto the wedding.

In Penang, this practice was called "pang | ow heoh" which neans "to give
out sirih".

For the tea cerenpny at the bride's house, there would be a tray bearing
a banana stemwith rows of sirih |leaves arranged in tiers on a table in
front of the altar.

After the cerenpny, the bride and groomwould pray to their ancestor and
househol d deities. The bride would then touch the tray of betel |eaves
with a fan.

As soon as she did this, those present would try to get sone of the
sirih leaves to take hone to chew with betel nuts for good | uck.

After dinner, the groom s friends would be introduced to the bride in
the bridal chanber. They would be served with wine or tea and in return
the guest would have to reply with some kind and witty words in the form
of poetry or pantun to tease the bride.

Those who coul d nmake the bride smile would be entitled to another dinner
fromthe groomas a forfeit. In order to foil them the bride would be
made to bite on a piece of betel nut, which in nobst cases prevented her
fromsm|ing!

VWile sirih chewing is languishing in Malaysia, it is still flourishing
inits traditional strongholds such as India, Pakistan, Bangl adesh,
Myanmar and t he Mal di ves.

In the | ast few years, however, it is Taiwan which has gone on a betel
nut binge, with the nut being described as "Tai wanese chew ng guni.

The nut is challenging rice as Taiwan's No. 1 cash crop and has found a
whol e new mar ket anong young, educated peopl e.

Tai wan has an estinmated 70,000 betel nut sellers who do business from
smal | roadsi de stands.

The nut is split in half and filled with a conbination of ingredients
that often include ginseng, |iquor, spices and Chi nese nedicinal herbs.

Aficionados of the nut, which surveys show nunber in the nillions, say
it isamldstimuant with a pleasant spicy taste.

In the past, the betel nut was only associated with the unskilled worker
but it has now attracted new fans including students, actors, journalists
and prof essional s.

Penang busi nessnan Chang Cheng Guan, 68, a frequent visitor to Tai wan



since the 1980s, said one could find betel stalls all along the hi ghway as
one travels fromnorth to south.

Chewers spit out red gl obul es of paste, |eaving the sidewal ks stained
and strewn with di scarded seed husks. (Penang ci nemas Paranount and Royal
also faced a simlar problemin the 50s and 60s. Both ci nemas have since
been denolished to nake way for Kontar).

Last May the governnent warned the people to stop chewi ng betel nuts as
it may cause oral cancer.

But politicians in southern Taiwan were spitting mad over the warning as
betel nut is their county's major agricultural crop.

"These al |l egati ons about the health risks of betel nut have never been
proven," said a deputy for the Pingtung County Council

Pi ngtung, where the nut is known as "green gold", produces Taiwan's
| argest crop, valued at RVb50 mllion a year.

Taiwan's health departnent said mouth cancer nortality rates are five
times the national average for nen and 17 tines for wonmen in counties
where betel nut chewing is preval ent.
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