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Preface

Lim Choon Min, PPN.
Chairman
Chinese Association of J.B.

In the Old Chinese Temple of Johor Bahru, there are two artifacts - a horizontal
inscribed board and a bronze bell - which show that the temple is at least 126 years
old.

If we look at the history of the southward migration of the Chinese people, we find
that when our ancestors first came to Johor Bahru in search of a living not many
people had settled in Johor Bahru, and our ancestors had to labour hard, along with
other ethnic groups, to develop the town. Only later did we have such local
organizations as the Old Chinese Temple, the Foon Yew schools, the Overseas
Chinese Association (an antecedent of our Chinese Association). Today, Johor Bahru
has become a prosperous metropolitan, thanks to the pioneering efforts of Chinese
immigrants.

In every Chinese immigrant settlement, there must be a temple. It was under the
same circumstances that the Old Chinese Temple was first established by our
pioneers. It is said that the altar of the Yuan-tian Emperor in the Old Temple first came
from the Xuan-tian Emperor in Kangkar Tebrau (Chen Cougang in Chinese), which in
turn originated from Chaoan county in China.

Over the last hundred years, the Old Temple had many followers. Since the
temple became one of the organizations under direct management of our Association,
every year on the twentieth day of the first month in the lunar calendar, the temple will
hold a three-day grand procession through the streets of Johor Bahru. This event is
jointly organized by the five Chinese Huiguan (clan associations) belonging to the five
clans: the Teochew, the Hokkien, the Hakka, the Cantonese, and the Hainanese. It
attracts tens of thousands of pilgrims and visitors and is one of the unique festive
events held without fail every year in Johor Bahru. The State government even lists it
as one of the grand festive events in its calendar for tourists, Chinese communities in
Johor Bahru are indeed very proud of such official recognition.

Over the years since the temple became somewhat dilapidated, it stood in sharp
contrast to its surroundings which have undergone great urban development. The
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goverment has reclaimed the area known as Kampang Pahang and has started its
re-development plan. As a result, the temple is now surrounded by high-rise modern
buildings on its three sides. To keep pace with modern development, the Chinese
Association has decided to restore the temple to its former glory. Restoration work
started on 6 August 1994 and was completed at the end of December 1995, lasting
eighteen months and costing about 1.5 million ringgit. To celebrate this historic
restoration, the engineering corps under the Restoration Committee held a grand
ceremony on 3 August 1996 to mark the completion of the project. Mr Luo Zhewen, a
well-known specialist in the restoration of old buildings from China, was specially
invited to write the calligraphic characters for the name of the Old Temple which grace
the entrance gate. On 20 October 1996 (the Ninth day of the ninth month in the lunar
calendar), the Governing Committee of the Old Temple also held a series of nine-day
celebrations to mark the return of all gods to the temple. These were organized jointly
with the five Huiguan, Foon Yew schools and the Southern College. So, the restoration
work has finally come to an end, and the temple has reopened to the public.

The value of the Old Temple, the only temple in Johor Bahru having such a long
history, lies in the fact that it is a historical witness to the pioneering efforts of
immigrant Chinese in developing Johor Bahru. Experts have confirmed that its
architectural style and its original building materials were brought in by Chinese
craftsmen from China. Historically, the temple has served as a cornerstone of Chinese
solidarity.

Over the years, the various Chinese clans in Johor Bahru were able to cooperate
and help each other in a spirit of solidarity, which is inseparable from what we may call
" the spirit of the Old Temple ".

In the whole of Malaysia, Only the Chinese organizations in Johor Bahru are
able to set up a temple, a public cemetery and schools without any regard to their
different clans. Historically, the Old Temple, the Chinese Cemetery, and the Foon Yew
primary and secondary schools are all jointly supported and developed by these
Chinese organizations. Every Chinese in Johor Bahru should be proud of such an
excellent tradition.

With the re-opening of the Old Temple, our Association hopes this special
volume will serve as a historical record of the past as well as the whole restoration
process. And we also hope that the spirit of solidarity as embodied by the Old Temple
will become a prime moving force for the people in Johor Bahru.
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Preface

By Dr. YEN Ching-hwang,
Reader / Associate Professor,
Department of History,

The University of Adelaide,
Adelaide, Australia,

The actual founding date of the Old Chinese Temple of Johore Bahru is the topic that
would interest most of the Chinese in Johore, but it is rather controversial. Unlike most
Chinese temples in Southest Asia, the temple left no trace of records of its inception.
Professor Zhang Yi-huan, Director of the Institute of the Ancient Chinese Architecture of the
Academy of Sciences, the Peoples' Republic of China, holds a view that the temple was
founded during the Ming period (1368-1644). Professor Zhang's conclusion is based on the
result of his examination of the architectural style of the temple, but he offers little historical
evidence to support his claim. However, Mr. Wu Wah, a local Chinese historian, has held a
different view that the temple was built in the middle of the 19th century by Tan Hiok Nee
(Ch'en Hsu-nien in Mandarin romanization), a wealthy Chinese Kangchu (Lord of River), and
a leader of the powerful Chinese secret society of the time, the Ghee Hin Kongsi. Wu's view
is acceptable because his conclusion is drawn from a careful examination of historical
circumstances, and his conjecture is probably closer to the truth. Any Chinese temple in
Southeast Asia could not have existed and survived without the support of a substantial
Chinese community. Johore Bahru did not even exist during the Ming period.

The existence of the Old Chinese Temple of Johore Bahru has its immense social
values. The temple has been the symbol of solidarity of the local Chinese community for more
than one hundred years. It has been the focus of Chinese religious activities, and the spiritual
sanctuary for tens of thousands of Chinese in Johore Bahru. The restoration of the temple is
imperative, for it would preserve a precious historical relic of the Chinese community, and
would also retain a milestone of the history of the state of Johore. It has immense historical as
well as social values, and would contribute significantly to the development of tourism of the
state in future.

Since the independence of Malaya (later Malaysia in 1963) in August 1957, the
Chinese in Malaysia have been well-integrated into the new state, and they have pledged
their unreserved loyalty to the nation they have chosen. Thus, the history of the Chinese in
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Malaysia should be treated as an integral part of the history of Malaysia. The Malaysian
government has a responsibility to preserve Chinese historical relics and records.

Malaysia is a multi-racial and multi-cultural country, and an emerging economic power
in Southeast Asia. On the march towards the goal of creating an industrialized and
modernized state in 2020, it is imperative for the government to be involved in cultural
reconstruction, for there is a strong link between a successful industrialization and cultural
revitalization. An industrialized state would be spiritually poor without a compatible culture of
its own.

The Chinese in Malaysia have toiled and swet to help for building this new nation for
hundreds of years. They had played important roles in economic, social and cultural
arenas. Since the founding of the Malacca Sultanate in 1403, they had been actively
engaged in entrepot trade, commercial agriculture, tin mining, rubber plantation, banking and
manufacturing and had made a great contribution to the economic well-being of Malaysia. It
would not be an exaggeration to claim that Malaysia could not have achieved its present
prosperity without the significant contributions of the Chinese.

For the last two decades, | have called upon the Chinese Malaysians to preserve their
historical records whenever | visited Malaysia. Historical records, either written or relics, are
the concrete evidence of human activities, and they are valuable and irreplaceable. But they
are easily eroded or lost as time passes. The history of Malaysia would have left vast gaps
unfilled if valuable records of Chinese activities and their contributions had perished. For this
reason, the Chinese in Malaysia would have to take initiatives to preserve their historical
records in their bid for lifting their legitimate status in this new nation.

For the last decade, preservation of Chinese historical records has attracted the
attention of the Chinese community. The founding of the Huazi Resource and Research
Centre in Kuala Lumpur in January 1985, and the convening of the international symposium
on the history of Chinese in Malaysia in Fraser's Hill in late June 1996, are two examples of
increased awareness of the importance of preserving Chinese historical records. In the last
couple of years, the work of restoring the Old Chinese Temple of Johore Bahru led by the
Chinese Association of Johore Bahru (Persekutuan Tiong-Hua Johor Bahru) has attracted
attention and wide support of all Chinese in the state of Johore. This is an exciting project and
deserves special attention. For the purpose of furthering the publicity of this project, the
Association has decided to publish a souvenir magazine to commemorate the completion of
the renovation of the temple. | am greatly honoured to be invited to act as an adviser to this
proposed publication, and | am glad to write a few words for the souvenir magazine.
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Preface

Choi Kwai - Keong
Chinese Heritage Centre
Singapore

China is a religiously complex country. We are normally familiar with such
Chinese religions as Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, each of which plays its
own religious role and has its own numerous followers. Confucianism and Daoism are
native to the Chinese: they grew out of ancient Chinese systems of thoughts, become
mature, and finally spread throughout the land. Although Buddhism was a foreign
religion originated in India, once it entered China, it nevertheless underwent
substantial transformations in order to set its roots in China and gain the belief of the
Chinese people. For a long period although there were violent arguments among these
three religions, they did not have any fundamental differences. Confucianism stresses
the significance and value of human existence; and Daoism values the harmony
between Nature and Man while searching for the real meaning of human life. Both put
their emphasis on our current egistenge Bt Buddhism stresses the idea of karma and
reincarnation and attaches mu¢numpornanceito the afterlife. These three religions are
not prefect, but they complemmﬁwmﬁn‘and are able to co-exist peacefully.

With the emergence and'mims religions, numerous temples appeared
in various parts of China. Ditterent religious buildings would have different names.
Those carry names like Miao, Ci and Dian mostly belong to primitive religions that
have come down to us from the ancient time and they worship gods of the populace.
Daoist buildings are mostly called Gong or Guan; two typical examples are the Taiging
Gong in Henan and the Baiyun Guan in Beijing. As for the Buddhist buildings, they are
for most part named Si, like the famous temple Baima Si in Loyang.

China is a country with many gods, and the gods of heaven, gods of the earth,
and gods of the underground worshipped by the people are truly diverse and too
numerous to count. Some are primitive deities that have come to us a few thousand
years ago, while some are created by men in later times. Some historical figures,
because of the compassion they had shown to the people and the fortune they had
brought to the mass, were deified after their death, and the people set up altars to
worship them. Some gods appear to be merciful and bring peace and calm to the
people, while some gods appear to be ghastly and have the power to bring awe to the
mass so that they would behave themselves. All in all, in the Chinese world gods
Buddhas are almost everywhere. For well-known Daoist deities, we have the Jade
Emperor, the Tianhou Godmother, and the Guangong. For Buddhism, we have the
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Rulai Buddha, the Guanyin and the King of the Dizang. As for the popular gods that
belong to neither Daoism nor Buddhism, such as God of Wealth, Door God, and Lu
Ban the God (worshipped by carpenters) , they exert a strong influence on the
populace.

More than one hundred years ago, our ancestors left their hometown and
migrated to the south by boat. At that time, boats were small and passengers were too
many. In stormy sea they all ran the risk of being drowned and being eaten by the fish.
So when they finally arrived safely at a foreign place, the first thing they did after
settling down was to build a simple temple and set up an altar, in order to offer sacrifice
and gratitude to their God for the safe passage. The living conditions of these
pioneers were often appaliing, and their fortunes were most unpredictable. As a result,
they built temples in cities and countrysides and prayed to their patron gods for
fortunes and protection. As times went by, temples of various sizes, big and small,
appeared throughout the land. It is believed that it is impossible to obtain an exact total
of the number of Chinese temples in Malaysia. Even in the case of Johor, it is no easy
task to get a precise number of existing temples.

In Malaysia, there are quite a number of magnificent temples. Their architectural
style originated from China, and sometimes even the craftsmen who designed the
temples and their building materials had come all the way from China. Such temples
used to perform many functions. They had places for many gods, including Confucian,
Daoist, and Buddhist deities. These gods existed side by side in one room and were
by both male and female believers. Quite a lot of temples also allowed the installation
of worship-tables for ancestors as well, and thus became centres of ancestral worship
for clans. Temples were also the meeting place for the leaders of different clans. They
used the temples for conference purposes and discussed how best to promote the
welfare of their clans, and how best to resolve disputes. During the nineteenth century,
clan leaders often played a double role: they were at the same time leaders of the
secret societies. Thus temples were very often the centres of activities for secret
societies.

The Old Chinese Temple of Johor Bahru, located at Jalan Trus, has at least a
history of one hundred years. Its design is elegant, its style is unique, and its
craftsmanship in construction and carving reaches a very high standard. It stands as a
historical witness to the communal activities of early migrants. It embodies their
pioneering spirit, their hardship, their thrift, and their solidarity. Unfortunately, it has
shown its age after being weather-beaten for such a long time and is no longer as
beautiful as it used to be. Consequently, the directors of the Chinese Association of
Johor Bahru have decided to raise funds to restore it and to publish a special




