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he background of the stories in this book is

Sungai Buloh Leprosy Settlement which was

established during the British colonial period.
It is a place where a community of leprosy patients
has been living for decades. The emergence of this
Settlement has been closely related to the policy of
segregation of leprosy patients as implemented by the
authorities concerned.

In 2007, when we got to know that some of the
buildings at the Settlement would be demolished,
we started to go to this Settlement to understand
more about the patients and their histories. We were
surprised to note that these leprosy patients who
had been staying here since the last century were
almost forgotten by the mainstream society. Hence,
we organized a civil group aimed at taking up issues
pertaining to the rights of this less privileged group as
well as seeking new understanding of the meanings
of heritage preservation. The group subsequently
gained more support from the public and eventually
developed into a social movement. For the remaining
inmates at the Settlement whom we fondly called "Ah

Gong" and "Ah Ma", we made efforts to approach

them and show our concern. For the public, we tried to
promote the concepts of cultural heritage preservation
and endeavoured to upgrade the level of awareness
about civil society.

I was fortunate to have the opportunity to join
this social movement since 2007. The participants
then included Tang Ah Chai, Choong Pai Chee, Teoh
Chee Keong, Lim Yong Long, Leong Lih Sih, Chua
Yee Ling, See Tho Chee Seong, Lian Chiew Yi,
Wong Wen Tat, Loh Choy Mun and many college
and university students whose names are too many
for me to mention here. We all played our respective
roles in this movement, working together towards
community empowerment. As an academician, | was
concerned with how the information regarding the
history and cultural values of the Settlement could
be systematically compiled into proper records to be
passed on to the future generations. In this regard,
gathering information using methods of oral history
was deemed imperative.

In 2007, a group of students from the
Department of Landscape Architecture of Chung
Yuan Christian University (CYCU) in Taiwan came to
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Malaysia for their practical training session and [ had
the chance to bring them to carry out fieldwork studies
at Sungai Buloh Leprosy Settlement. Subsequently,
on an intermittent basis, I also brought students from
the Department of Chinese Language and Literature
in New Era College to interview the inmates at the
Settlement. For these recent few years, the students
took part in this work voluntarily and 1 personally paid
for all the expenses involved.

In 2010, with the help of Lim Yong Long, |
applied to the Sasakawa Memorial Health Foundation
in Japan and was granted its research fund. With
the support of this Foundation, | led my students

from the Chinese Studies Department of Universiti

Tunku Abdul Rahman (UTAR) finish interviewing

seven inmates at the Settlement in 2010 and 2011.
We recorded all these verbal interviews and at the
same time collected the old photographs provided by
the inmates. Together with the interviews conducted
carlier, we had recorded in total 44 hours of verbal
interviews with nine old inmates.

In addition, from 4 to 9 October 2010, I brought

my students from the Chinese Studies Department of

UTAR to the Settlement again and we were joined
by another batch of students from the Department
of Landscape Architecture of CYCU in Taiwan who
came for their practical training session. We stayed
at the Buddhist temple in the Settlement for almost
a week and conducted more field work. During the
week, we gathered the basic information on 40 more
inmates and assisted the Sungai Buloh Settlement
Council to prepare a draft drawing as well as an
architectural model of the Cultural Heritage Museum
proposed for the Settlement.

This book is the partial result of the oral history
field work mentioned above. It is written in Chinese
and English so that more people can gain a better
understanding about Sungai Buloh Leprosy Settlement
through the life stories of the respective inmates
interviewed. These inmates certainly have told stories
that are very different but they all share common
memories of this Settlement and the disease they had

suffered from.

This book comes in three parts. Part 1 starts
with "Save Valley of Hope" movement and then
shows how we entered the Settlement to approach
and interview the old inmates. This part tells the real
stories of these inmates, describing where they came
from and how they felt about their lives etc. Part Two
introduces the history of the Settlement and provides a
list of extended reading for the convenience of readers
who are keen to read more about the past of the
Settlement. Part Three presents a gallery of pictures
of the sceneries at the Settlement taken by a group of
photography enthusiasts before the demolition of the
buildings in the Eastern Section. By now, the beauties
of the Valley of Hope can only be remembered and
cherished by viewing these sceneries captured through
the artistic senses of the photographers.

For my involvement in the "Save Valley of
Hope Solidarity Group" and the oral history field
work conducted for the Settlement, | must convey my
gratitude to those who have rendered their assistance
in one way or other. In particular, Lim Yong Long,
Teoh Chee.Keong, Leong Lih Sih, Por Heong Hong,
Aya Tobiki, and also Tan Hing, Leong Chee Kuang
and Lee Chor Seng who are committee members of
Sungai Buloh Settlement Council, have provided me
with many invaluable opinions and much appreciated
help.

I was glad to hear the announcement last
year that some of the buildings at the Sungai Buloh
Leprosy Settlement would be gazzetted as national
cultural heritage. It was certainly good news for all
of us. However, we should not forget that there are
still more than 200 old inmates currently staying at
the Settlement. They still need the kind concern of the
society. | sincerely hope that through this little book of
stories and pictures, more people can be encouraged

to give attention and care to these inmates.
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ungai Buloh Leprosy Settlement has been

the place where the fates of the "Ah Gong"

and "Ah Ma" converged. Before coming
here, they had their own life experiences and the
only similarities they shared might be the disease
they suffered from, the agony of being discriminated
against and the eventual entry into the Settlement.
Leprosarium was, at one time, synonymous with a
place where all hopes were dashed. In some leprosy
centres, such as the one in Setapak, there had been
cases of leprosy patients trying to escape. However,
in Sungai Buloh Leprosy Settlement, there were no
such cases. The Settlement had subsequently become
the cherished home of the inmates. They could no
longer leave the Settlement and neither did they want
to go elsewhere.

Leprosarium was the product of the era, a place
of segregation created by human beings due to their
fear of the disease. Large scale segregation of leprosy
patients was a policy commonly adopted by the
healthcare systems around the world at the end of the
19th century and the beginning of the 20th century. Dr
E. A. O. Travers, then the State Senior Health Officer,

had proposed the idea of building the Sungai Buloh
Leprosy Settlement in order to alleviate the brutal and
inhumane-aspects of the segregation policy and to
cater to the physiological and psychological needs of
the patients. As such, the leprosy patients who were
new to the Settlement had many pleasant surprises to
find that the Settlement had chalets, schools, religious
premises etc and that the patients could even get
married.

Inmates at the Settlement were mostly grateful
to the front-line medical staff, particularly the "Big
Doctor", "Missy" and "Little Doctors" during the
British colonial period as well as Dr K. M. Reddy
who served there in the year when Malaya gained its
independence. These were the people who made it
possible for the inmates to experience the warmth of
human concern which they could hardly feel while
living outside the Settlement; for example, Sim Kam
Kuang could still remember how a nurse had praised
her for being a good girl. While the leprosy patients
were made to live in a small place in segregation, the
Settlement had made it possible for them to enjoy

some freedom - free from being discriminated against
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whenever they were outside the Settlement.

The existence of Sungai Buloh Leprosy
Settlement reminds us of the fact that the leprosarium
was initially established purely as a hospital but
subsequently it was able to develop into a self-
sustained settlement, all thanks to Dr Travers and other
decision makers involved who took the bold step to
put humanitarianism into practice. We should thus ask:
Can the medical professionals in our country, now and
in future, continue to serve with such a spirit? Viewed
and discussed from whatever perspective, the policy
of segregation is regarded as inhumane. Nevertheless,
decision makers involved in the formulation of public
health policies can put in place some mechanism to
make it more humane. '

To a large extent, leprosy had been a cursed
disease because it could cause physical deforms.
Therefore, apart from suffering physical pain due
to the disease, leprosy patients had to endure the
humiliation and discrimination hurled at them due
to public perception of the disease — the public
had always associated the disease with something
"unclean". Such a prejudice had continued for a very
long time. To be admitted to the leprosarium and
accept segregation seemed to be the only choice for
the leprosy patients and their families. Instead of
being discriminated against and burdening their own
families if they chose to stay outside, it was better for
them to enter the leprosarium to get treatment as this
could still give them some hope that they might be
able to recover and return to their families.

In the early 1960s, World Health Organization
(WHO) and International Leprosy Association had
begun to oppose the policy of segregation. In fact,
prior to this, Dr Reddy, director of the Settlement, had
started to implement a series of rehabilitation projects
in 1957 in efforts to eliminate public prejudice against
leprosy and to assist the patients to return to the
society. However, until today, leprosy in Malaysia is
still not totally stripped of its social stigma.

The pains suffered by the old inmates at the
Settlement have revealed to us the fact that leprosy

patients were forced to live in the leprosarium and be

cut off from the outside world not merely because of
the disease itself, but also due to the social prejudice
prevalent then. The institutionalized segregation had
intensified fear of the disease among the public. Due to
the deep-rooted prejudice in the society, many leprosy
patients who have recovered many years ago are now
still unable to face up to their own fates, and they
would even want their children to conceal their own
backgrounds. The medical profession and the public
health department have a responsibility in eliminating
unwarranted imaginations and misunderstandings of
the leprosy disease. Dr Reddy and the medical team
had partially fulfilled this mission and the remaining
curse has to be dispelled by healthcare professionals
after him and every one of us today.

We may have thought that the era of massive
spread of high-risk infectious diseases would never
return with the advancement in the medical field.
However, if it happens that some day in future, an
unknown infectious disease similar to leprosy has
suddenly emerged and no cure is available, how
should we handle it? Should we repeat the mistake
in history and accept the policy of segregation that
is now bombarded with criticisms? Or do we have
better choices? This may eventually boil down to our
reflection of history and our respect for patients as
living individuals.

Therefore, it is far from enough to merely
criticize the policy of segregation. We should also
make real efforts to review the existing public
health policies. In particular, the serving medical
professionals and the medical students who are
graduating soon should be reminded that apart from
the need to save lives, there is a greater significance to
recognize that lives should be respected and revered.
Such awareness will bestow deeper meanings for
every one of us who is now living as well as our future
generations. In this way, we will clear ourselves of the
guilty conscience for the sufferings that the leprosy
patients had gone through.
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Sketch of Kong Peng Kopitiam at Sungai Buloh Leprosy

Settlement. (Drawn by Liu Hsiu Hung on 9.10.2010.)

n 2007, the buildings in an area of about 40
acres in the Eastern Section of Sungai Buloh
Leprosy Settlement were faced with demolition.

It was then that Lim Yong Long, a researcher on
modern architecture in Southeast Asia, discovered the
Settlement by chance but he was shocked to know that
Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) had acquired
the land to build its Faculty of Medicine. He wrote a
letter in his personal name and sent it to the Ministry
of Culture, Arts and Heritage, Ministry of Health
of Malaysia, Selangor State Department of Health
and Ministry of Higher Education, pointing out the
historical value of Sungai Buloh Leprosy Settlement.
In his letter, he stated clearly the contributions and
significance of the Settlement in the history of medical
care for mankind, and requested the relevant authorities
to preserve this unique cultural heritage in its totality.
At the same time, he initiated a series of actions,
bringing his students to conduct mapping work and
personally running around to organize guided tours for
the public to visit and know more about the Settlement.
On 22 July 2007, Elizabeth Cardosa, Executive
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Director. of Heritage of Malaysia Trust (Badan
Warisan Malaysia), published an article entitled
"There's Hope for the Valley of Hope" in New Straits
Times, generating much attention nationwide. The
preservation of Sungai Buloh Leprosy Settlement as
a cultural heritage had thus become a public issue
and the Cabinet of the Federal Government had no
choice but to give its response. On 12 August in the
same year, the Kuala Lumpur & Selangor Chinese
Assembly Hall (KLSCAH) Youth Section organized a
community guided tour of the Settlement. There were
52 participants led by Tan Ah Chai and guided by Lim
Yong Long as well as Teoh Chee Keong. Apart from
visiting the Settlement, the participants also exchanged
views with members of the Sungai Buloh Settlement
Council. From then on, many concerned individuals
from various fields such as teachers, students from
higher educational institutions, reporters, social
activists, artists etc gradually gathered to show their
concern and to discuss more about the value of the
Settlement as well as the future of this unique place
which was once called "The Valley of Hope".



