28/ 08/ 2002
Uncomon view of 19t h-century Perak
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"AS children,"” begins Datuk Mhanmed Hashi m Sam Abdul Latiff in The Royal
Commoner, "my cousins and | were very nuch intrigued by the information we
recei ved fromour elders about our grandfather. This information, however,
did not come fromour parents. They never wanted to tal k about our
grandf at her, and they never encouraged us to ask questions about him
There really seened to be a conspiracy of silence within the fam |y about
him "

Hashi m Sami s determi nation to solve the riddle of his grandfather's life
has resulted in a book which, according to editor Roger T. Bell, "is the
first attenpt by a Mal aysian author to followin the footsteps of witers
like Alex Haley. Haley and others have rewitten history fromthe
perspective of the weak and the di spossessed, rather than the nornmal one
of the powerful and the affluent.

"Here we have a Mal ay Roots," Bell continues of the book recently
| aunched at the National Library; "19th-century Perak seen through the
eyes of the people thenselves, rather than through those of the col oni al
adm nistration. Alifetinme of research reveals a window to the vani shed
world of Perak in the last 30 years of the 19th century, and first 30 of
the 20th - a period of increasing British influence and dom nation in the
peni nsul a. "

VWho is the royal commoner? The book, its subtitle inforns us, is about
The Life and Tinmes of | mam Perang Jabor

On Nov 2, 1875, first British Resident of Perak J.WW Birch was
assassi nated at Pasir Sal ak. Anong those tried for the crime were Pasir
Sal ak chi ef Datuk Maharaja Lela, |mam Perang Jabor (Ngah Jabor) and
Kanpung Gaj ah chief Tok Sagor. The first was sentenced to death, the
second received life inprisonment.

The aut hor contends that this sane Ngah Jabor, who, according to |oca
| ore, suckled at the breast of the nother of Perak's 28th sultan (and with
whom he was therefore adik-beradi k sesusu), may have been rel eased by his
"mlk brother” Sultan Idris and, after a period during which he lay lowto
avoid British detection, emerged as the wealthy and influential |andowner
and tin mner of Kanpar - Mihaned Jabor - Hashim Sam s el usive
gr andf at her.

"In Form Six," recalls the author, "our |ecturer spoke for the first
time about the history of Perak froma |ocal perspective. Before that,
we' d heard nothing but tales of the British Enpire. | realised that this
history wasn't strange to ne - the names Maharaja Lela, Tok Sagor, Kampung
Gaj ah, Pasir Sal ak; they were all famliar.

"We hadn't been encouraged to ask about Tok Jabor," he continues, "but
we' d been told of Maharaja Lela, for exanple. W'd |l earned of himas an
historical figure, though, not as a nenber of the fanmly

"Qur ol der cousins had told us of Pasir Sal ak, where Birch was kill ed.
Pasir Sal ak was not the start of Malay nationalism It was a tragedy -
not something to be proud of. Pasir Sal ak marked an absence of Mal ay
unity; between the Sultan, the chiefs and the people.

"After two hours, when everything was calm normalcy returned. The
foll owi ng day, British-recogni sed Sultan Abdul |l ah, surrounded by his
nobl es, frenziedly paddl ed their sanpan to Assistant Col onial Secretary
Swettenham to offer himtheir condol ences on the death of Birch and
prom ses of assistance to hunt down the so-called Malay nationalists.



"Yet two nonths earlier, even the Governor of Singapore had been aware
of a secret neeting in Blanja on the Perak River, with the chiefs gathered
to oppose the Pangkor Agreenent. They pledged full support to Maharaja
Lel a.

"Ber | unba- | unba nereka berpaling tadah; bertal am dua nuka. As Dr
Mahat hir has said: Ml ayu nudah | upa.

"It happened in 1511, too. They quarrell ed anpong thensel ves, not
realising that a durhaka - traitor - had opened the gates of Ml acca to
t he Portuguese."

Hashi m Sam wote the English and Mal ay (previously published) versions
of the book sinultaneously.

"I had the material, unearthed at the National Archives,

he says. "Upon

retirement in 1983, | thought I'd Xerox it and distribute it to my cousins
and their children
"However, | realised | had but scratched the surface. | thought if |

publ i shed what | had, other researchers would do nore in-depth work. So a
book wasn't the original intention. But the manuscript |anguished in ny
son's office - it was deened unsell abl e.

"Then a small publishing conpany of Arab-Mal aysian's Tan Sri Azman
Hashims with experience in primary school texts decided Azman woul d | ove
such a project. Their advisor recomended it.

"But he said it should be a school text, to be sellable, and asked ne to
rewite it as a history of Perak. | protested. I'mnot a qualified
historian, | said; |I'ma geographer

"Then he said | nmust wite an introduction; include the Stone Age; adat
i stiadat; a comment on the constitutionality of the court which tried Ngah
Jabor; again, | protested; |I'mnot a | awer

"Utimately, | handed the manuscript to the National Library. | thought
others could use it as reference material."

It had taken |l ess than a year to conplete.

* For information regarding the purchase of this book, contact the
Nati onal Library at 03-2687-1738.

* The witer can be contacted at sharifah@stp.com ny
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