STRAITS SETTLEMENTS GOVERNOR FRANK SWETTENHAM LAID

ANGLO-MALAY

. NON-INTERFERENCE FOLICY WHICH WORKED WELL

Powers behind the
throne of Perak

— 100 YEARS AGO

IFEE  for  Frank
Swetlenbam tend-
cd to be either
thoroughly  dull or
excessively exciting.
As magistrate and
commmissioner of the
Court of Requests
al Penang he  was
more concerned
with the mundzanc
business  of  state
administration, znd

al times his  duties
became so dull he
was led to  wonder

\yh.ctjwr the Colonial
Service was quite his
cup of {ea,

April in 1874 was
just beginning to look
even duller than 1872
when he  received
orders 10 go off on a
special mission to the
Sultan of Perak — and
life began for Frank
Swettenham,

The political affairs
of Malaya bad be-
come tangled to an ex-
tent not previously
experienced,

Opposition

The opening of the Suez
Canal and increasing com-
%;rvtmon from Grrmanf and
lolland had {urned inter-
est, among the merchants
of Bingapore and the
Straits Beitlements, to the
possibiities of vastly in-
creaved  tin mining  in
Perak and Selangor,

Such a plan, hawever, §-
valved capital  investment
oin g large scgle and thar,
in tum, demanded 6 socla!
environment of peace and
security within which such
projeciz could prosperwith-
out fear of disruption.

Preliminary approaches
to the Sultans of the two
Bilates, however, gave Iittle
wromee of oconomis  co-
operation,

River tolis, debt entlave-

The Saint

ment, and the sale of royal
favours had been, for cen-
luries, the normal sources
of sieteé rewvenue and the
royal families of Selangor
#nd Perak fajled to sce why

W sghould be

Rival claims

The introduction of Fu-
ropean= taxation sys-
tem bu?:pw written 1¥wr
Jm for them and
neith Was prepar-
ed 10 be diverted from
¢stablished custom.

To make matters even
more difficult, Perak | at
this time was torn belween
ihie claims of no less than
three prinees, all of whom

claimed to be the) lawful
successor(t0 . the' “throne;
Abdu‘llah,|  Yusof, —a'n.d

Ismalil.

When Sultan) Al died in
1871, therefore, there was 3
good deal of jockeying of
position.

Abdullah, as Raja Muda.
had ?robabl the best elaim
but he had, some months
vefore the Sultan’s death,
incurred his great dis-
pleasure by selling some
Pefak lands to a Penang
irader without authority

and, even more re-
prehensibie, had sat back
tamely, without the oui-

burst of bloody vengeance
and rage expected of a
prince, when a prince from
sicighbouring 8elangor ran
off with his wife.

By this cowardly attituds
he had placed himself be-
yund the pale in Malayan
eyes,

The Raja Muda, never-
theless, was toe traditiona)l
AUCCLSSOT,

Rija Yusof was the son

of the Sultar before All
aid he had filed his suit
as the next sultan of Perak
by an appeal « for help in
1his context with the Bri-
tish  Government, some
years before,

The third claimant,
Ismail, was Bendabara and
as such, next in lne to the
Raja ~Muda should thac
prinnce bBe passed over.

He wasg also old, pliant,
and the ideal candidaic
for an’ electorate that re-
qudred . sultan who would
be only a figurehead,

And at  this time there
were several powerfui
magnates in  the court

entourage, quite ready to
provide the power bei:hd
the throne.

In faet, his mild nature
and deslre only to please,
made JTsmail by far the
most acceptable contestant
of the three,

When tan Al finally
vacated the  throne -at
Sayong, | Abduilah was

worst placea of the three,
for he lived at Batak Rabit,
well down-river _and
order tc attendithe funera)
he would have Had to pass
the residence of Raja Yusof
at Benggang -~ and feared
violence from that quarter.

Stalemate

In order to prevent him
from passing. moreover,
Raja Yusof was unable to
attend the funera;, for that
wottld have opened the river
to his rival.

This left Bendahara
Ismail alone at Sayong with
a funeral on his hands —
and the succession un-
decided.

Royal tradition in Perak
however, made it essential
for the helr to the throne
to attend the funeral of the
late Sultan as part of the
ceremony of succession.

The dead King, moreover,
cowld not be buried unti!
the successur was elected.

And when the burial had
been held up for s.icze than
4 month with neither Yusof
nor Abdu'llab showing gigns
of breaking thelr stalemate,

the impatient court decided
to take matters into their
own hands, They made
Ismall sultan, and burled
Al with full ceremony.
British  eclvil  seérvants,
faced with preparing the
way for the peaceful ex-
tensfon of trade into Perak,
thus found themselves con-
fronted with the prospect
of an elderly and {ndecisive

sultan ruling the | Interlor
of Perak whilst two dis-
contented and mutually

hostile princes held sway in
the country between him
and the yea,

Perak was virtually divid-
ed into three Independent
states,

. Tin war

To make matlers even
more_complex, the Chinese
tin miners of Larut «chose
this highly inconvenient
time fo_start a privaté war
of thelf own which brought
the production of tin to a
standstill and even threat-
ened to spread its lawless-
ness {o Penang.

Governor - 8ir Andrew
Clarke decided to take
drastic measures (o clear
up the chaotic situation,

He called boih sides to
the Chinese dispute and
representatives from all
three would-be sultans to a
conference at  Pangkor
Island and there reache:
a solutlon to the problem
-- which satisfled tihe,
Chinese miners but nobody

else,

The assembled chiefs
were invited to set aside
the suceession of Ismall

and to nominate afresh a

new sultan from the
three original clalmants.
Abdu'ilah  was elecled,

well-intentioned
Governor, satisfied with
the result, was unaware
that the chiefs who voted
were aimost all from Abdir'.
lah's terriiory.

The supporters of Yusof
and Ismall, lving far up
river. had nol. attended,

The Pangkor Bettlement,

bu{ the

moreover, wag based on the

following provislon, which |

" By Leslie Charteris

FRANK SWEITENHAM

Abdu‘liali, anxious tu be-
come sultan, accepted with-
out very much attention to

* its implications:

“The Sultan to receive a
British Resident whose ad-
vice must be asked and
aeted upon on all questions
other than those touching
Malay religion and custom,
«0 that the eolleetion and
control of all revenues and
the general administration
of fhe country would be
regulated under the advice
of the Resident ”

It was tantamount to
direct rule of the native
states by Britali and this,
30 far as QGovernor Clarke
wag concerned, gave rise.iu
two anxicties.

Firstly, sueh intetference
with a7 Malay ~king had
never before been tried bv
British suthority,

And sgecondly, Clarke had
no right to Impose such
terms anyway, The whole
thing wasvaulte contrary to
polley In Whitehall

Tough task

It was not without rea-
son, therefore. that young
Frank Swettenham vieweed
with  some apprehension
the task that lay before
him that Apri] day in 1874,

For the Governor was
sending him., with Mr
Bireh, the first Resident to
Perak, to see Sultan Ismail.
He was to jnform Ismall
that he was deposed In
favour of Abdullan znd
request him to hand over
the regalia to his suecessor,
Swettenham found himself
in very deep wuter ‘rom
ihe outset,

His Interview with Yusuo!
was not i1 the least en-
couraging

“He sald he was very
pleased 1o see us." he re-
purted, "“and asked what
we were dolng. Being told,
he sald at once, ‘the Gov-
ernor has  made Abdu'ilalr

Sultan, but it 1s not right.
I am the man who hy birth
and the custom of Perak
ought to be the Sultan of
thls country.’

“1 asked him to explain
and certainly the explana- |

pave of lls
geneaology  entitles  him,
undoubtedly, by blrth, to
the Sultanship.”

1t was a fait accompli,

tion he

however, that Swettenham !
had to offer and there was

no turning back.

Sultan 1smalil, when they
met him, was even less
accommodating, i

He said that, ol course,
he would be only too de-
lighted to dellver up the
regalla.

Abdu'llalh was a |

great frlend of his and no- *

thing would delight him
imore than (o see his
friend invested as Sultan
In his place.

There was just one little
procedural snag to Dbe
gvercome,

Assassination

1t was an unalterable
tradition of Perak that the
regalia could only be hand-
ed over at the place where
it was situated at the
appropriate time,

I s0 happened that the |

regalia was now at Kuala
Kinta and Abdu'llah was
way down river, It would
be necessary, therefore, for
Abdu'llah to make a lttle
journey to Kualn Kinta,

Oh—and just one more
little problem. '
“When Abdullah came, |

then they would have to

summon all the chlefs of !
Perak o a great conference

and if they all agreed upon |

it then and only then.
could Lhe regalia be handed
over,"”

Il was an admirable bit
of cvasion,

In the end, Abdullah
became sultan without the
regalia. And Birch became
Resident with Swettenham
as assistant,

It was Britain's Srst
adventure into local Malay
politics and before it was
over sonte British fingers
were  badly burned., For
Pcrak flared inwo open re-
voK agalnst British inter-
vention,

Bireh was  asgsassinated,
Abdu'liah  was  exiled to
the Seychelles. lsmail was
imprisoned in Johore.

Yusof came off best, [ov

. he became Sullan of Perak.
And  Swettenham — well,
twenty years later he was
Governor of fthe Straits
Settements and his polliey,
which  worked very well,
was based on striet non-
interference  with Malay
affalrs., - H.T.8.




