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INTRODUCTION

The industry and resourcefulness of the early Chinese immi-
grants who settled in Sarawak had already made such a favourable
impression on Rajah James that, in spite of his bitter experience
with them in 1856, he decided to reintroduce their immigration, albeit
on a more cautious note, shortly before his death in 1868. Most of
these immigrants came direct from China, although the Chinese
imperial law forbidding their emigration was not actually repealed
till 1894. His successor Rajah Charles was equally enthusiastic about
the contribution of the Chinese immigrants, and he made renewed
efforts to tap this resource for the development of his land, especially
in the Sibu district. It was at this opportune moment that Wong

Nai Siong came into the picture and was destined to play a key role in
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the establishment of a Foochow settlement in Sarawak.

Wong Nai Siong was born in 1849 in Min-tsing hsien, Fukien
province. He received a traditional Chinese literary education when
he was young. Soon after the introduction of Methodism to Min-tsing
by Rev. Nathan Sites, an American missionary, he embraced the
faith and was baptised in 1866. This association with Americans and
familiarity with American colonial history might have kindled in

him an early interest in the problems of settlement in distant lands.

Wong Nai Siong, as a far-sighted and patriotic Chinese of his
time, was an active supporter of the Reform Movement in China,
counting among his friends K'ang Yu Wei and the so-called Six
Gentlemen. When the Movement failed, he decided to leave his
native country. In 1899 he took his family to Singapore where he
stayed with his son-in-law Dr Lim Boon Keng. From Singapore he
travelled far and wide in the region in search of suitable land for
the settlement of his oppressed and poverty-striken countrymen at
home. When he heard of the Rajah’s interest in attracting Chinese
agriculturists to develop his territory, he immediately left Singapore
for Sarawak to survey the possibilities of founding a settlement. He
travelled along the Rejang River up to Kanowit, and was apparently
satisfied with what he saw. On his return to Kuching he arranged,

through the introduction of the Kapitan China Ong Tien Swee, a



meeting with the Rajah to discuss the project. As both parties were
already favourably disposed towards the new venture, an Agreement
was quickly drawn up in which 1,000 adult Chinese, men and women,
and about 300 children, were to be brought into the Rejang River
“for the purpose of cultivating rice, vegetables, fruits, etc.” (Con-
tract of Agreement between the Sarawak Government and Messrs
Wong Nai Siong and Lek Chiong of Chop Sin Hock Chew Kang,
Article I). These were to arrive in Sarawak in two batches, spread
over a period of two years. In sponsoring the project, the govern-
ment undertook to make an advance of $30 for each adult and $10
for each child; all such advances would have to be repaid to the
government within six years from the date of the Agreement. The
Agreement was signed on 9 July 1900 by the Rajah on the one hand,
and Wong Nai Siong and Lek Chiong (a co-sponsor) on the other.
Wong Nai Siong’s son-in-law Dr Lim Boon Keng and another pro-
minent Singapore Chinese Khoo Siok Wan acted as sureties.

After the signing of the Agreement, Wong Nai Siong began to
recruit settlers from his native land. Altogether three parties of
Foochows were recruited, numbering some one thousand settlers
in all. They named their new home the “New Foochow”.

Problems began to surface soon after the settlement was

founded. Although most of the teething troubles were eventually
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overcome, Wong Nai Siong nonetheless found it difficult to collect
enough money from the settlers to repay the government as provided
under the terms of the Agreement. When in desperation he decided
to impose a tax amounting to one-tenth of the settlers’ output —
said to have been agreed upon by the settlers before they left their
native land — most of the settlers either did not want or could not
afford to fulfill their obligation. As noted by the Resident of the
Third Division, C.V. Brooke, in his Yearly Report of 1903, Wong
Nai Siong was then “in bad financial straits and willing to give over
to government the coolies and their debts.” (Sarawak Gazette, 4
June 1904, p. 124) To his great disappointment and distress, Wong
Nai Siong left Sibu for good in June 1904 after giving up his

settlement.

The running of the settlement was taken over by an American
Methodist missionary Rev. James Hoover. Luck was on his side. A
good harvest in 1905 and the successful introduction of pepper and
rubber in the following year quickly guaranteed the future pros-
perity of the settlement. The Resident, J. Baring-Gould, reported
in 1908 that “the Foochows appeared to be in a very flourishing
condition, their pepper and rubber estates were looking exceptionally
well and a much larger area was being laid out than heretofore.”
(Sarawak Gazette, 1 September 1908, p. 225). And in true Chinese
colour, “children were born to them in large quantities (sic)!”
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(Steven Runciman: The White Rajahs. London: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 1960, p. 209).

Although Wong Nai Siong spoke little after making his exit
from the Sarawak scene, the full story of his adventure — if one
may use the word — needs to be documented and told. This task
is now undertaken by Lau Tzy Cheng, an assiduous collector of
materials relating to this pioneer of New Foochow and an ardent
admirer of the person he writes about. The outcome of his search
and research culminates in this collectanea which the South Seas

Society is happy to present to a wider audience.

South Seas Society,

Singapore.
GWEE YEE HEAN
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