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KUCHING 1950-1959
SIR ANTHONY ABELL’S ERA

Preface

Mr. Ho Ah Chon had produced three books before publishing the present one. His three
previous books, “Kuching in Pictures 1840-1960"", ““Sarawak in Pictures 1940-1970”" and
"Sarawak Historical Events 1963-1973" were pictorial books containing photographs most
of which were taken by Mr. Ho over a period of years. These books are useful records of
the appearance of Kuching and Sarawak which give people some idea of what the State
was like in those days gone by.

In this book Mr. Ho has compiled photographs taken during the period of administration
of Sir Anthony Abell, who was Governor of Sarawak from 1950-1959. This book is however
different from the others in that beside photographs Mr. Ho Ah Chon has also included
articles, descriptions and statements made by Sir Anthony Abell on various occasions
taken from newspapers and other sources. These materials are useful for those interested
in Sarawak history in so far as they reflect the policies of the colonial administration.

Sir Anthony Abell took over the administration after the tragic death of the second
Governor of Sarawak, Sir Duncan Stewart, who was assassinated in Sibu barely a month
after his arrival in Sarawak, succeeding Sir Charles Arden Clarke the First Governor, who
left to become Governor of Ghana. The cession by Sir Charles Vyner Brooke in 1946 of
Sarawak to the British to become a crown colony was opposed by a majority of the Malay
community leaders and also many Malays in the Civil service. A hard line taken by the first
colonial governor caused a lot of hardship as many had to leave government service when
given the option of pledging their loyalty to the Government or resign from the service. A
group of young Malays in Sibu plotted to assassinate the Governor. It was tragic that
someone new and not responsible for their suffering should die. It was therefore Sir
Anthony Abell’s formidable task to deal with this critical situation. However due largely to
his friendliness more conciliatory approach and personal touch he was able to calm the
people and gradually overcome the opposition to the colonial regime and stabilise the
situation in the country.

Sir Anthony Abell’s tenure of office from 1950-1959 was an unusually long one for a British
Colonial Governor. He travelled extensively and got to known the people well and gained
their confidence and even the friendship of many. The book portrays the progress made
over the nine years of his administration. Improvement in communication, which had
always been an obstacle to socio-economic development was amply illustrated by the
many photographs of air and sea transportation. Political advancement was evident from
the constitutional changes made providing for election to local council and indirect
elections through the five divisional councils to the legislature (Council Negeri) and
executive (Supreme) Councils. Although Sir Anthony Abell expressed his personal reser-
vation on the wisdom of introduction of party politics when he addressed the 4th Division
Advisory Council in Miri in May 1959, he approved the application for registration of the
Sarawak United People’s Party in June 1959. He did not allow his personal conviction to
frustrate the political aspiration of the people. On the contrary he was thinking of the
future of the territory under his charge (at that time Sarawak and Brunei of which he was
British High Commissioner) and advocating an association of the Borneo territories of
Sarawak, Brunei, and British North Borneo (Sabah). That his proposal did not materialise
was due to Brunei’s reluctance to share her wealth with her poorer neighbours and the
vested British commercial interests in Sabah, which are suspicious and afraid of political
developments in Sarawak. The proposal for a Borneo Federation was after Sir Anthony’s



retirement overshadowed by Tunku Abdul Rahman's proposal for the Federation of
Malaysia.

Apart from the many photographs of events and places in Sarawak, the book contains
information of great interest historically. In this respect, | would like to refer to two
articles (on page 85-89) on Mr. ].C.H. Bacsoft, who is known to very few people today, and
yet his death was a great loss to Sarawak. John Bacsoft was one of the few officers of the
Rajah Brooke regime who rose after many years' service in the outstation to become
Financial Secretary and eventually Chief Secretary in May 1958. He knew the people of
Sarawak well and was a friendly, generous man, ready to accept criticism and advice. His
appointmentas Chief Secretary held for us, membersin the Supreme Council promises of
further constitutional progress. He was keen to give further participation by the peoplein
the administration of the State by the introduction of a membership system in the
Supreme or Executive Council, whereby a member would be alloted to portfolio in the
Executive Council. His death,so soon after taking office before the scheme could be
pursued further was a set back because the matter was never raised again due to changes
in the top ranks of the colonial administration. | am glad that Mr. Ho Ah Chon has
included the article on John Bacsoftin this book. There is a small scholarship Fund raised
by public donations named after him to provide financial assistance for short courses not
available from other sources or agencies. This is a tribute to John Bacsoft’s service to
Sarawak.

1 commend this book to all those interested in the history of the socio-economic and
political development of Sarawak.
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