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Preface

This book is about a custodial battle that occurred in 1950 in Singapore. It marked a watershed in the relationship between Islamic law and Colonial law. When I wrote this book, I thought this incident was unique and unusual. But over the last 50 years, I witnessed similar custodial battles with varying backgrounds unfold in the courts. The bitter dispute over the religious status of and custody rights to children when one of the spouses embraces Islam has created new conflicts between the civil and Sharia courts. In child custody cases between converted Muslim and the non-Muslim spouse, the dual legal system has created a very high level of uncertainty. The Muslim convert’s ex-husband cited the Sharia court orders granting them custody of the child when refusing to comply with child custody orders from civil courts that favour their former spouses.

Malaysia’s complex legal history has resulted in a dual system of family law, with one set of laws and courts for Muslims and another for non-Muslims. The system works well when both parties in child custody cases belong to the same religion. They are subject to the same laws and courts. However, many recent high-profile cases involve spouses of ·different faiths. This has caused discontent and anger. It is no longer a simple custody dispute. It has generated a great deal of media coverage and developed into a Muslim versus non-Muslim conflict with a clear potential for communal strife. Once the custody conflict acquires a political dimension, with several outside parties trying to make political capital from the dispute, it becomes challenging for those directly involved to arrive at a settlement.

This book narrates a real-life drama about the two women who fought for the custody of a thirteen-year-old girl in the post-war Colony of Singapore. As a proxy battle between east and west, the grim tale recounted in this book has its fair share of prejudice. In later years, David Marshall, a prominent lawyer from Singapore who represented Maria, remarked, “If this case had been heard under any other circumstance, the verdict would have been otherwise.” He was referring to the last hurrah of the British, who wanted to salvage their Western pride by admonishing the weak Malay Muslim populace.

Much of the book consists of documented events in Singapore in 1950. The primary sources were newspapers, court affidavits, personal interviews and academic references. This book includes the full text of the Court of Appeal and Supreme Court decisions. Also included is the then Laycock (Marriage) Bill, referred to in Chapter 10 of this book. Another significant inclusion is the affidavit of Haji Ahmad bin Haji Halim, the Chief Kathi of Colony, referred to in Chapter 14. The affidavit of Maria’s mother, Adelaine, is an exciting inclusion that tells her version of how Maria ended up in Aminah’s house.

When I wrote this book, I did not intend to revive the sensationalism of the past nor to satisfy the pride of certain quarters. Instead, I told the story, tracing the various events that were triggered by an incident involving a little girl who was given up to a family during the Japanese occupation of World War II. It began as a dispute between two families but soon developed broader social implications. Racial sensitivity, religious fanaticism and radical nationalist politics were involved. I have tried my best to describe the events as they took place in Holland and Singapore.

The Maria Hertogh incident also exposed the dangers of religious strife. It seems to me the Colonial government did not act fast enough to stop the spread of violence that claimed many innocent lives. The recollection of these events will, I hope, act as a warning to those who exploit religious sentiments to further their political agenda.

One of the central features of this book is the late Mansoor Adabi. We had many meals together, reminiscing about the various events. He helped give valuable documents to construct the story. I want to thank scores of people who shared their personal memories of the incident and gave me their assessments and opinions of the situation. The extreme bitterness of the emotions for and against and the highly subjective testimonies of the participants made my task of writing a balanced account difficult.

I am most grateful to the following for their advice, help and encouragement: YTM Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra (the former Prime Minister of Malaysia), Mansoor Adabi, M.J. Namazie, Mirza Namazie, Haji S.K.A. Abdul Kassim, Tan Sri Datuk Dr Mubin Sheppard, Professor Datuk Ahmad Ibrahim, Haji Sheikh Abdullah Basmeh, Haji Abdul Salam Jamali, Dr Aziz bin Haji Awang (Kemaman), Datuk Dr Mohamed Ariff, Dato Haji Mohamed Ismail Sheriff, Dato Seri Haji Mohamed Iqbal, Dr Y. Mansoor Marican, John Nijhoff, Bob Vermeer and Lieut. Col. Badruddin Ismail. My sincere thanks to Tan Sri Dato’ Setia Haji Ambrin Buang for translating my book into Bahasa Malaysia. Special thanks to Dr Mohamed Thalha, Peter Chua and J.S. Solomon, who helped during the initial editing of this book. And, finally, my wife, whom I must properly acknowledge for her patience and understanding while I laboured through many months as I pieced together my research and findings.





Author’s Note

Maria’s Dutch name was HUBERDINA MARIA HERTOGH. The Dutch public addressed her BERTHA in short. The Muslim name given to her was NADRA. But her name was spelt differently. Karim Ghani spelt her name NATRA and Indonesian, Indian and Pakistani newspapers spelt her name as NADIRA. Maria’s foster mother Aminah, in her affidavit, called her NADRA. In all the legal documents, her name appeared as NADRA.

Mansoor Adabi’s given name was Al-Mansoor Adabi bin Abdul Kader Adabi. When his name was written in English from original Jawi, his name was sometimes spelt as MANSOR. In his Marriage Certificate No: MMI-21958-10, 000-12/48 in Jawi, it was mentioned as AL-MANSOOR ADABI. When the certificate was translated into English as a court exhibit, the spelling was inconsistent; in one column, it was mentioned as MANSOR and in another column, it was stated as MANSOOR. I spell his name on the basis of his affidavit, in which he signed MANSOOR ADABI.





Dramatis Personae

Aminah: The Malay foster mother of Maria Hertogh. She adopted Maria while she was residing in Java, Indonesia, during the Japanese occupation.

Maria: She was born of Dutch parents. She was given for adoption to Aminah. Her given Muslim name was “Nadra”.

Adelaine: The natural mother of Maria.

Adrianus Petrus Hertogh: Father of Maria, who was a Japanese prisoner of war when Maria was given away for adoption.

Arthur Locke: British Administrative Officer (East), stationed in Kemaman, Terengganu. He was instrumental in persuading Aminah to take Maria along with her to meet the Dutch chancellor in the Colony of Singapore, which led to the unfortunate turn of events in her life.

Van Lunteren: Chancellor of the Netherlands consulate who met Aminah in the Colony of Singapore and demanded Maria to be returned to her Dutch parents.

M.A. Majid: President of the Muslim Welfare Association, who came to the aid of Aminah when Maria was taken away from her custody.

Ahmad Ibrahim (Tan Sri Professor): A young lawyer at the time of the controversy. He was the first lawyer to represent Aminah in the trial in the court. He was President of Young Muslim Men Association (YMMA). He was also a member of the Muslim Advisory Board. Later, he became the attorney general in the PAP government. He was subsequently appointed Ambassador of the Republic of Singapore to Egypt, Deputy Chancellor of the University of Malaya and the Dean of the Faculty of Law and lastly Sheikh Kuliah Undang-Undang of the International Islamic University, a post he still holds to date.

Mansoor Adabi: The controversial figure who married Maria when she was thirteen years old.

Karim Ghani: President of the Muslim League, All Malaya Muslim Missionary Society. Editor of Malaya Nanban, Dawn and Sinaran. He was the ‘moving spirit’ throughout the agitation. He was the chairman of the Nadra Action Committee.

Dr Burhanuddin Al-Helmy: Close friend of Karim Ghani. Editor of Melayu Raya. He stirred the public sentiment with his provocative writings. He was also the founder member of Party Islam and one of the members of the Nadra Action Committee.

Taha Kalu: A former police inspector who turned politician. He once acted as the President of the Malay Nationalist Party (MNP). He kept alive the agitation throughout. He was Karim Ghani’s close confidante. He was also a member of the Nadra Action Committee.

Darus Shariff: He was an active member of the ‘Kesatuan Pemuda Melayu’ (KPM), the Malay Nationalist Youth Movement. Later he joined the Malay Nationalist Party. He was also a member of the Nadra Action Committee.

Mohamed Murtaza: Founder member of the Pemuda Radikal Melayu and an editorial staff member of Melayu Raya. He was also a member of the Nadra Action Committee.

Syed Ali AI-Attas: A renowned businessman of Arab descent. He was also a member of the Nadra Action Committee.

M.J. Namazie: He was a member of the Muslim Advisory Board in the Colony of Singapore. When the Muslim League changed its constitution to enable it to participate in politics, he was the first League President to be selected into the Legislative Council. He was upset and unhappy over the manner in which his successor, Karim Ghani, handled the Maria Hertogh affair. He is a lawyer by profession.

Sardon Jubir: UMNO stalwart, who tried to bring UMNO to intervene in the Maria controversy. He was a young practising lawyer at that time, who acted as counsel for Aminah. Retired as governor of Penang.

Onn bin Jaafar: UMNO president. He disassociated himself from the controversy. After the bloody riots, he was one of the ten Muslim leaders to meet the governor of Singapore to demand that Nadra be returned to Aminah.

Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra AI-Haj: Took over UMNO leadership from Orm bin Jaafar. Was primarily responsible in the legal fight to save the lives of the men sentenced to death for their role in the riots which took eighteen lives.

Hussein Onn: He was Secretary General of UMNO and, after the riots, he directed UMNO members to contribute towards the “Nadra Appeal Fund”.

Bashir Mallal: He was secretary of the Muslim League. He appeared on the scene after the riots. He was instrumental in the Nadra Appeal Fund.

M.F. Houtman: Hertogh’s family adviser and town councillor in Bergen op Zoom.





Chapter OneMaria’s Adoption in Java

The whole of South-East Asia was in the throes of the Japanese Occupation during the Second World War. The apparently impregnable fortifications of the Colony of Singapore, which had given a false sense of security to Indonesia (the then Netherlands East Indies), crumbled at the feet of the Japanese infantry and armour. February 15th 1942 witnessed the hoisting of the Japanese flag over the Colony of Singapore; and the Netherlands East Indies was set on an irreversible course of history with tremendous socio-political implications for the region. A period of uncertainty had begun.

Within three weeks of the fall of the Colony of Singapore, on 8th March 1942, the Dutch under General Ter Poorten surrendered their pride and their territory, the Netherlands East Indies, to the Japanese. The indigenous population seeking freedom from the Dutch colonial rule rejoiced at their surrender in anticipation of greater self-government from a fellow Asian power and eventually in the anticipation of independence. They were under the impression that Nippon would be far more accommodating to their political aspirations than the Dutch had been. In Burma, Philippines and Vietnam—the other occupied territories—the Japanese promised independence in return for indigenous support against the Western Allied Powers.

Lieutenant General Imamura Hitoshi, who occupied Java, commanding the 16th Japanese army, requested that Dutch civilian authorities retain their positions while prisoners of war were treated in accordance with the Geneva convention. Among the prisoners were one Adrianus Petrus Hertogh, aged 37, an army sergeant enlisted in the Royal Netherlands East Indies army. At the time he was taken prisoner, Adelaine Hertogh, his wife in her early twenties, was expecting their sixth child. Previously, they had three girls—Wiesge (born 1935), Corrie (1936) and Maria (1937)—two boys, Kees and Bennie, born between 1938 and 1941.

Adelaine Hertogh’s life was strongly rooted in Indonesia. She spoke fluent Bahasa Indonesia and was accustomed to local food, including rice and hot curries. In fact, she hardly had any Dutch menu in her kitchen. Despite her Roman Catholic background and practice, she was said to have been well-informed on Islam and its practices. Adelaine’s mother, Louise Winterberg, a Eurasian and local opera actress born to Indo-Dutch parents, was the main source of influence on Adelaine. Adelaine hardly remembered her father, for she was separated from him at the age of five, a feature common to the central character of this book—Maria. Adelaine’s father was a Scotsman, Joseph Hunter, who had settled in Java. By him Louise had two children—the elder was a boy and Adelaine.

When the boy was seven and Adelaine was five years old, beautiful Louise left her Scottish husband for a handsome stage opera actor, Raden Ismail, a Muslim by birth. Therefore, it was natural for Adelaine and her brother to be brought up in Raden Ismail’s house, an environment of Islamic influence. Louise adopted a Muslim name, “Nor”, and from then onwards was known as Nor Louise.

Nor Louise was fully occupied performing the bangsawan—the Malay opera—in which she and her husband Raden acted as the main characters. Adelaine’s brother converted to Islam and adopted the Indonesian name, Soewaldi. The parents did not feel any compulsion to convert their daughter, Adelaine, to Islam as well. It was not an unusual scene in Indonesia where the two religions co-mingled within the family. Raden Ismail was one of those who was influenced by both religions and cultures.

At the age of 15, beautiful Adelaine met Adrianus Petrus Hertogh, a Dutch man of almost double her age, and after some years of courtship, they registered their marriage on 22nd November 1933 and five years later on 23rd December 1938, they solemnised their marriage in a Roman Catholic church at Bandung, in West Java.

Until the Japanese occupation, Adelaine Hertogh’s life went on smoothly. Except for the nationalists who displayed occasional hostility towards the civil administrators of the former colonial masters, life went on uneventfully. However, she felt insecure. In contrast, Nor Louise, after her marriage to Raden Ismail, was accepted by the locals as Indonesian. And Adelaine’s brother, Soewaldi, married a local girl after conversion to Islam. Adelaine felt insecure when compared to her brother and mother. Secretly, she feared reprisals from the nationalists.

Nor Louise, Adelaine’s mother, became a celebrity among the local population through her bangsawan performances that led to acquaintanceship and, later, firm friendship with local prominent families. One such family was that of Aminah binti Mohamed, who came from a respected Malay family in Kemaman, Terengganu, in the East Coast of Peninsular Malaya (Malaysia since 16th September 1963). In 1919, at the age of nineteen, Aminah married one Abdul Rani from Perak who was then the private secretary to the Sultan of Terengganu. Soon after their marriage, the couple moved to Tokyo and lived there for nearly ten years during which time they both became fluent in the Japanese language. Because they had no children of their own, Aminah adopted a Japanese girl and brought her to her hometown Kemaman. They named her Kamariah. A few years after their return from Japan to Malaya, Abdul Rani died.

Aminah, the widow, then remarried one Maarof bin Haji Abdul, a jeweller in Bandung. As a businessman, Maarof used to travel widely in the South-East Asian region and in one such travel with her husband, Aminah met Nor Louise in Colony. They both took to each other immediately and renewed their meetings in Bandung. Consequently, their relationship grew and they became very close friends.

They visited one another frequently and Nor Louise used to take Aminah to her daughter, Adelaine’s, house. During these visits, they confided in each other their aspirations and their problems as well. Louise sympathised with Aminah for not having any children and suggested that she adopt a child but Aminah was not enthusiastic about it as she had already adopted a Japanese child.

During the Japanese occupation, Adelaine’s husband was interned and his whereabouts were unknown. Life for her became miserable, more so when the Japanese looked upon the Dutch civilians with suspicion. To compound the misery, the militant Indonesians looked upon them as anti-nationalists. Caught in this web, Adelaine kept a low profile for fear that a greater exposure would endanger her own life as well as her five children, and she could not secure any work as she was pregnant and expecting her sixth child. She moved with her children to her mother’s house. Here, Adelaine received occasional help in kind from her mother’s close friend, Aminah. Sometimes, she would receive food from her.

During one of these visits, Adelaine asked Aminah if she would like to have one of her children. Adelaine had doubts that her husband was alive and she was prepared to take the responsibility for giving away one of her children. Aminah accepted the offer on the understanding that she would regard the child as her very own and she would bring her up in the Islamic faith as she had done in the case of her other adopted Japanese girl. Adelaine did not hesitate because she herself had grown up in Raden Ismail’s house, the home of her stepfather.

Maria, born on 24th March 1937, was baptised in the Roman Catholic Church of St Ignatius at Tjimahi in Java by a Catholic priest, Father de Koster, and this was the child Adelaine wished to give away.

Aminah adopted Maria on 15th November 1942 in the presence of Adelaine’s brother, Soewaldi. There was no legal adoption and adoption without legal formalities was not uncommon even before the Japanese occupation and certainly not during the occupation. Maria was brought up as a Muslim and was given the Muslim name, Nadra binti Maarof. A year after her adoption, Maria’s Muslim circumcision took place in Bandung. A kenduri (feast) was held to commemorate the occasion and among the guests who attended the feast were Adelaine and Nor Louise.

Ten months after the birth of her sixth child, Kareltje, a boy, Adelaine left Bandung for Surabaya looking for a job. Around the same time, Aminah moved from Bandung to Batavia (now Jakarta). Feeling uneasy about bringing up a Dutch girl in Jakarta during the Japanese occupation, she returned to Bandung where she secured a job as the interpreter of the Japanese military police. Her proficiency in the Japanese language in her earlier stay in Tokyo became an asset at this time. Meanwhile, Aminah did not hear any further news of Adelaine. Nor Louise, Adelaine’s mother, had also moved elsewhere.

During this time of instability and political uncertainty in the East Indies, Aminah had a growing fear of “terrorists”, both the anti-Dutch nationalists and the agents against the Japanese occupation. There were several uprisings against the Japanese. All those were ruthlessly put down by the Japanese. In spite of such worries, Aminah continued to live in Bandung. The Japanese intensified their house-to-house search for suspicious characters and Aminah thought that having a Dutch girl at home meant inviting trouble from the Japanese.

Aminah attired Nadra in Malay costumes, covered her head with a selendang (scarf) and changed her hairstyle to conform to the local fashion. She kept her hidden away from the gaze and stares of strangers. Meanwhile, the Japanese military situation in the Pacific and Southern Asia deteriorated rapidly to the point where the local population sensed the end of the Japanese rule. The Indonesian nationalists prepared for independence while rumours of the return of the Dutch colonialists to regain possession of their territory circulated widely. Aminah feared for the safety of her family and took the eventful decision to return to her hometown, Kemaman, in Malaya.









Chapter TwoMaria Grows Up as a Kampung Girl

Kemaman, a border town of the state of Terengganu in the East Coast of Peninsular Malaya, lies about thirty kilometres from Kuantan, a port of the state of Pahang. The fishing town, which stood aloof from the rest of the towns, started to show some economic activities in the late forties. This was attributed to the tin mining industries and the opening of rubber plantations by the British. As the demand for copra increased, the locals expanded their coconut plantations. As a result, Kemaman river port became busy. Coastal vessels steamed in and out frequently.

Aminah’s arrival with Maria was received by the kampung people with curiosity and great admiration. Streams of curious onlookers gathered at her place, and the children in the neighbourhood showed great excitement and were eager to befriend her. The simple people of that kampung rejoiced and also welcomed the little white girl into their community.

Aminah introduced Maria as Nadra binti Maarof. During the first two days of her arrival, the village folks raved about Maria and her beauty. They ·even compared Aminah’s Japanese daughter with Maria. They commented that Maria would grow taller than Kamariah. Maria was breathtakingly sweet with her perfect rose-tinted complexion. The sparkling brightness of her eyes enhanced her beauty. She was like a Western daffodil blooming in an oriental garden.

‘When Aminah arrived from Japan, she brought with her a Japanese daughter. When in Java, Aminah gained a Dutch daughter,’ the kampung folks talked about Aminah’s good fortune with admiration.

Aminah had adopted Kamariah while she was residing in Japan. Sometime later, when her husband Abdul Rani died in Kemaman, she left Kamariah in the care of an uncle, Mohamed Dahan, and she departed for the Colony of Singapore where she met Maarof, a jeweller, and later married him.

Aminah was an independent and courageous lady who was not dependent on the income of her jeweller husband, Maarof. She did her own trade in buying and selling jewellery. She saved enough to buy some properties in Java and her hometown, Kemaman.

Aminah’s mother, Cik Teh, lived in the same kampung. She had a younger brother, Mohamed Taha, who had been handicapped since childhood and lived under the care of his mother. Her younger sister, Hajah Nik binti Mohamed, lived in Kuala Berang with her husband, Mamat.

Aminah, tired of her nomadic life, decided to settle in Kemaman where she received comfort and confidence as her close relatives all lived there. Her daughter, Kamariah, already married some years back, had two children. Her son-in-law, Haji Yousuf bin Ngah, owned a restaurant. She also realised that her handicapped younger brother required help and attention. It was not proper for her to leave everything to her ageing mother. She decided to share some of the responsibilities with her mother.

Within a few days of their arrival, Aminah enrolled Maria in Chukai Malay Girls’ School, which was within walking distance from her house. It was a joyous moment for Maria. She had a lot of friends and fun. She was always surrounded by groups of girls. She spoke Malay with her Indonesian accent, which amused all her friends. They used to giggle whenever she spoke with her Indonesian accent.

She was rather tall for her age and had an attractive and athletic physique. She excelled in both her academic and sporting pursuits.

Two years passed, and Maria was in standard three. She had a hectic schedule every day. After school, she played netball. Then, in the evening, she had to be at home to read the Quran. Ustazah Mak Hawa, her teacher, was a strict lady. She always demanded perfection from her students. But Maria became her favourite. Mak Hawa praised Maria’s rapid progress in reading the Quran and highlighted her achievements.

Aminah reacted to Maria’s progress with motherly pride. She was a very strict disciplinarian and used to advise all her kampung friends about the importance of strict upbringing of children. The kampung folks had particular respect and admiration for Aminah. As a lady, she was the only one who had travelled extensively and was knowledgeable about the world. Her stay in Japan had widened her outlook. Comparatively, other Malay women at that time were confined to household chores. They very seldom had such vast experience as Aminah.

The kampung people also admired Aminah for other reasons. She had once saved her brother-in-law, Mamat, Hajah Nik’s husband, from ruthless Japanese interrogations.

During the Japanese occupation, Mamat was a magistrate at Kuala Berang. He was taken by the Japanese soldiers and interrogated on the whereabouts of British personnel suspected of being harboured in Kuala Berang. The Japanese soldiers ransacked his house for clues. They saw some photographs in one of his table drawers, and a picture of Aminah, the Japanese officer’s Malay language teacher, when she was in Japan. The officer bowed apologetically and released Mamat and even supplied the family with rations and foodstuff.

This story was widely spread throughout her kampung and the neighbouring towns. Aminah and her family were well-respected for their position. Consequently, Maria was fondly received by the kampung folks.

Maria became more popular in school and gained a lot of friends. She was always seen with Zainon, Mahani and Rahmah. Zainon became her very close friend. They went to school together, played together, and wore matching dresses. When Maria played congkak, a traditional Malay leisure game, Zainon was always her companion.

Maria’s outstanding performance was in the musical drill dance. She was selected to represent her school in the interschool competition, which was to be held in Kuala Terengganu. Her close friend Zainon was also selected. Maria leapt with joy. For her, it was an unexpected achievement. As soon as the school bell rang, she ran to her house and excitedly told Aminah about her selection.

Aminah hugged and kissed her. She was proud of her daughter.

Maria said, ‘Please, Mother, you must see the competition. Otherwise, I will be disappointed.’

‘God willing, I will. I ·won’t miss it for anything in the world,’ Aminah replied.

Aminah’s love for Maria was boundless. She cared for her as much as any mother would care for her daughter.

That night, to celebrate Maria’s school achievement, Aminah prepared Maria’s favourite meal—nasi dagang, Terengganu’s traditional meal of glutinous rice and fish in coconut gravy.

The population of the state capital, Kuala Terengganu, in 1949 was just above 100,000, comprising 95% of Malay Muslims. The state was ruled by His Highness Sultan Ismail Nasiruddin Shah. Following the treaty signed with the British, a British adviser was appointed to the state to guide and advise the ruler. British officials were also posted to various other departments.

Several schools were set up under the supervision of the education department to cater to the growing urban population, which also regulated the school syllabus. To attract children who were not attending school, various interesting programs were introduced. Free meals were provided in the afternoon. Interschool sports and taken-time contests were organised as extracurricular activities.

The Sekolah Melayu Paya Bunga, Kuala Terengganu, was outstanding in its performance in students’ academic progress and sports. It was also the venue for the drill competition. The teams from various schools throughout the state arrived excited to participate and promote and uphold the name and fame of their alma mater. Among them was Chukai Malay Girls’ School. Each of the schools was determined to win the contest.

It was customary to invite influential personalities on such an occasion. Among the guests were members of the royal family, state education officers, administrative officers (east), the commissioner of lands, and other prominent people in the state. During those colonial days, the British tuan-tuan were given prominent seats to emphasise their status. Most of the VIPs came with their wives, expressing their support of patronage for the occasion.

The programme commenced with the announcement of the names of the schools participating. The various schools came onto the stage and, to the best of their ability, performed various exercises cum dance acts. Then, the turn for Chukai Malay Girls’ School was announced. Arthur Locke, the administrative officer (east), who sat inattentively throughout the performance with his wife by his side, suddenly sat upright and curiously looked at one of the tall performing girls. His wife, who wanted to leave halfway under the guise of some excuses, changed her mind and curiously looked at the girl. Then, she turned to her husband with amazement and curiosity. She whispered to her husband. They both looked at the stage and affixed their curious eyes on Maria—a central point of attraction throughout the performance.

Locke turned and spoke to a young, moustached British officer seated beside him. He was very interested to know about Maria, who looked like a European girl. The young British officer walked towards a Malay teacher and conversed with him for some time. Meanwhile, the Chukai Malay Girls’ School had finished its performance. The time ended after two more schools staged their acts. The Chukai Malay Girls’ School team was judged the best and placed first.

Locke was curious to know more about Maria and eagerly awaited information from the British officer making enquiries. The British officer returned to Locke and told him Maria was Dutch by birth but was given to Aminah for adoption.

Dissatisfied with the answer, Locke assigned the young officer to gather more information about Aminah and the circumstances that led her to adopt Maria.

Locke was lost in deep thoughts as his wife muttered unintelligibly with amazement. Something bothered him. Something disturbed his thoughts. Maria’s face constantly paraded before him. Was he shocked to see a European girl among the Malay folks? Was Locke prejudiced to see a white girl brought up by a Malay Muslim?

But then, no one could read his mind or his wife’s. But his bewildered and puzzled countenance indicated that he was apparently upset or uneasy over the white girl being brought up by a local woman.





Chapter ThreeVoyage to the Colony of Singapore

The most senior post in the state of Terengganu was that of the British Adviser, though other senior posts in the police, education, medical, public works, agriculture and forestry departments were also held by British administrators. There were assistant advisers in the East (Kemaman) and West (Besut) known as Penolong Penasihat. Malays always filled all posts of district officers in Terengganu, but British officials were appointed as commissioner of lands—the next most senior post after that of the British adviser.

The assistant advisers reported to the British adviser and sent him a copy of their monthly diaries. They did not have any direct dealings with the state secretary or chief minister; they worked closely with the state commissioner.

Early in 1949, Arthur Locke succeeded E.M. Smallwood as administrative officer (east). He was in his late forties, moustached, stout, well built with a colonial authoritative bearing. He was known for bagging several tigers during his numerous hunting trips in Terengganu and was nicknamed by his fellow officers as ‘Tiger’ Locke. However, he had to curtail his hunting trips due to terrorist activities near Ayer Puteh where two young Europeans—an assistant commissioner of police and a geologist—were killed.

About four weeks after seeing Maria in Kuala Terengganu, Locke was keen to meet Maria’s foster mother Aminah to obtain information on events leading to the adoption of Maria. He traced her whereabouts in Kampung Kubang Kurus and set a date to meet her. The initiative he took to learn about Maria’s background was not part of his job as the administrative officer—his duties were to concentrate on the welfare and development within the districts of Kemaman and Dungun. Indeed, his keenness to gather information on Maria was a puzzle even to his fellow officers.

One evening, Locke’s car, a Rover, was seen driving through the bumpy, muddy lane of Kampung Kubang Kurus. The villagers were surprised to see a white tuan accompanied by a Malay interpreter in a chauffeur-driven car coming to their kampung. The car stopped in front of Aminah’s typical Malay timber house. By then, villagers from the neighbouring houses had gathered around Locke as the Malay interpreter explained Locke’s desire to see Aminah.

Aminah, who was at home, was told about the visitors and she came out to inquire about the nature of their visit. The interpreter explained that his tuan wanted to talk to her about some important matters. She glanced at Locke with a touch of suspicion and a keen wit of curiosity, but nonetheless invited him into her home.

Locke started by complimenting Maria’s performance at Sekolah Melayu Paya Bunga and mentioning that he had learnt that Aminah was her foster mother. Since he was stationed in Kemaman, he called to convey his congratulations.

Aminah expressed her thanks and explained that Maria was given to her for adoption when she was residing in Java.

‘Madam, do you have any legal papers relating to the adoption of Maria?’ Locke asked Aminah bluntly.

‘The adoption took place during the Japanese occupation. There was no proper authority to handle the adoption procedure. However, I told Maria’s mother to think over carefully before giving away her child. Adelaine confirmed that she had made up her mind firmly and gave her youngest girl,’ Aminah continued to explain the circumstances leading to the adoption.

Locke listened to her attentively and then asked about Maria’s natural mother’s position at that time and the nature of her acquaintance with Aminah.

Aminah was puzzled by Locke’s inquiries. She thought Locke, being European, was merely interested in Maria’s parental position. She narrated the whole story—from her friendship with Nor Louise—her introduction to Adelaine—Adelaine’s hardship during the Japanese occupation—Maria’s adoption—eventually her return to Kemaman.

Locke took note of all the details in his diary. Aminah was again puzzled by Locke’s seriousness. She asked him why he was interested. He explained that the notes were merely for his record purposes. Locke thanked Aminah for giving him the detailed information and left. However, when he sat in the car, his thoughts wandered in different directions. An inexplicable urge emerged in his mind to return Maria to her natural parents. Was it that Locke could not bear to see a European girl being brought up in a Malay kampung? Or did he receive instructions from his superior to investigate the young European girl? He wrote monthly administrative reports on local industries, welfare, education and villages. But presently, his interest had diverted to a private family affair. What was he up to?

L.A. Massie was appointed as the legal adviser of the state of Terengganu and Kelantan in 1949, and he had offices in both states. Since he was accredited to both states, he was required to travel between them. Getting an appointment with Massie was not easy, as his whereabouts were not known most of the time.

Locke frantically wanted to make an appointment with Massie, but to his disappointment, he was away at the time in Kelantan, so he left it to his secretary to arrange the appointment.

A month later, Locke received a call from Massie, and he immediately left for Kuala Terengganu. During his meeting, Locke told Massie about a white girl being sought by the Dutch consulate at the Colony of Singapore, and he discovered a Malay woman in Kemaman was raising the girl. In his opinion, the so-called adoption was questionable. Therefore, it was wise for the British authorities to intervene and restore the girl to her natural parents.

Massie looked at Locke with astonishment and immediately warned him not to interfere in the family affairs of the local community. He cited the lesson of the MacMichael Treaty, which had created greater political consciousness among the Malays. He continued, ‘You must be careful when indulging yourself in controversial issues. Can you remember when MacMichael proposed a new treaty that the Sultan cedes all powers and jurisdiction to His Majesty King George the Sixth? How did the Malays react, and overnight, did they unify? Don’t you, Mr Locke, underestimate the nationalistic feelings of the locals. They do not like outsiders to interfere with their customs and religion. A small spark may lead to a volcanic eruption. Could you keep away from them? Go ahead with your routine administrative work.’

Of course, Locke was disappointed. He did not expect such an answer from him. He left Massie’s office without elaborating further.

After some time, Locke called on the Chukai Malay Girls’ School and met the headmistress. He casually asked about the school’s progress and the children’s attendance. He enquired whether the school received sufficient milk and biscuits that were being provided for the children. The headmistress replied that the school received them regularly and that the officer from the welfare department and the senior nutrition officer had made frequent visits.

Locke behaved like he was carrying out his routine check as an administrative officer, but his intentions were not noble. His visit to the school was not a routine check as the state education officer typically carried this out. He pretended to check the school, but his ulterior motive was to see Maria and photograph her.

He asked permission from the headmistress to photograph Maria and the other children as this was required for his record. The headmistress did not object. In those pre-independence days, the British were given due respect. No one dared to question their authority. Locke photographed three standard pupils, Maria, standing in the centre. He also requested Maria to stand for a pose. He took three or four shots and thanked everyone for the photography session. However, the underlying truth was that the photographs focused on Maria alone. The pupils from other classes were very disappointed as they were not photographed.

Immediately after the school bell rang, Maria, accompanied by Zainon, ran to her home to tell her mother about the photography session at school by an Englishman. She was incredibly excited to say that she was singled out to pose for some photographs. Very naturally, Aminah was concerned about the Englishman taking photographs of Maria. She asked Maria to describe the Englishman. Her description matched the personality of Locke. Aminah felt uneasy and worried. Why was Locke so persistent in collecting information on both Maria and herself? What were the reasons behind his investigation? Aminah could not arrive at any logical answers to the many questions that cropped up in her mind. However, she dispelled the fear that someone wanted to take Maria away. She was sure that Adelaine had given Maria wholeheartedly to her. After her adoption, she stayed in Indonesia for more than two years, and Adelaine had not changed her mind or shown any interest in reclaiming the child.

Aminah kept aside all the speculative thoughts as she had a lot of other work to do. She bought a piece of land near Jalan Belakang Hospital and completed the contract agreement’s formalities and registered it with the land office. It was almost the year’s end, and most senior officers were taking annual leave. Aminah wanted to rush and complete all her work before the officers took their vacation leave. She had promised her friend Saodah, who lived in the Colony of Singapore, that she would visit her after Rabiulawwal, the auspicious Muslim month when Prophet Muhammad was born.

Aminah’s days were busy, and she was fully occupied with various deals—like buying and selling properties and taking orders for jewellery and clothing for weddings. Some of the kampung folks had submitted their shopping lists to Aminah. The whole kampung knew that Aminah was a frequent traveller to the Colony of Singapore, and through her, they could make any purchases.

Locke was away for some time during December as he used to take leave to celebrate Christmas in bigger cities, like the Colony of Singapore or Kuala Lumpur. He returned to Kemaman in mid-February 1950. Upon arrival, his first task was to arrange a meeting with Aminah. He came to know through his interpreter that Aminah was away from Kemaman and was expected back in March. He persisted and insisted that his interpreter report on Aminah’s return. When he came to know Aminah was back home, he immediately arranged a meeting.

During his meeting with Aminah, Locke slowly unfolded the reasons for his interest in Maria. He said, through his interpreter, ‘It was sometime when the Dutch officials requested us to look out for a Dutch girl brought up by a Malay woman. The Dutch consulate in the Colony of Singapore advised me that the child’s parents were keen to contact the foster mother and the child. When I saw Maria in Kuala Terengganu, I remembered the request of the Dutch officials. After a few meetings with you, the information that you gave tallied with the Dutch consulate’s briefs. I informed them about the child’s discovery, and the Dutch consulate informed me that Maria’s parents, now living in Holland, wanted to see her.’

‘I told the Dutch consulate that I have no authority or jurisdiction to advise or instruct the foster mother and the child to make a trip to Holland. However, I suggested they help the foster mother draw up proper legal papers for adoption. Furthermore, I also emphasised to the Dutch consulate that if Maria were to be sent to see her parents, Aminah, the foster mother, must accompany her. The Dutch consulate agreed to my suggestion.’

He stopped his conversation at this point, looked at Aminah closely and studied her reaction to his proposal.

Aminah was very surprised to learn that Adelaine and her husband wanted to see Maria. When she was staying in Java, there was no indication that members of the Hertogh family were keen to visit Maria, let alone inquire about her well-being. This sudden interest in her, after a long lapse of silence, puzzled Aminah.

Aminah was somewhat suspicious of Locke’s account and the role that he was playing on behalf of the Hertogh family. She wrestled with the thought that Locke may not have presented the whole truth. She surmised that all that Locke told her could be laced with some falsehood.

Aminah replied, ‘I don’t mind visiting the Dutch consulate in the Colony of Singapore provided they agree to process the adoption papers. I do not want any trouble regarding this issue in the future. As to visiting Holland, I would be the happiest person to see long-lost friends, but the Dutch consulate must meet the expenses.’

‘I don’t foresee any problem organising such a trip financed by the Dutch consulate. I would follow up on this matter. Can you tell me when you intend to visit the Colony of Singapore with Maria?’ Locke asked.

‘Perhaps in April. The exact date of my visit is not fixed yet. It all depends on the availability of steamers to the Colony.’

‘It is okay. Keep me advised about your trip to the Colony of Singapore and the place where you intend to stay, so that I can ask my friends in the Dutch consulate to contact you on your arrival.’

Although still sceptical, she told him that she would pass her contact address to him through his interpreter before her trip to the Colony.

Locke left her house as though he had accomplished a significant task. His face showed satisfaction and his mind felt relief from the stress and strain he felt during those days. Aminah consulted the calendar. She thought that in the event of an impending trip to Holland, it must be made before the Muslim calendar month of Ramadan, which was about two Muslim calendar months away. She planned to make a trip to the Colony of Singapore in mid-April. The fastest mode of transport to the Colony was by steamship. So, she decided to book two passages to the Colony of Singapore.

The Kemaman River mouth was a hive of activity when coastal steamers called. Smoked rubber in bales, copra, and tin-ore packed in gunny sacks were stacked at the pier for loading onto the vessels for export to the Colony of Singapore, where goods were regraded or processed for re-export.

The Straits Steamship Co Ltd.’s east coast service was successful and their vessels Rengam, Rawang, Sumpitan, and Renong regularly traded in east coast waters, calling at ports like Kemaman and Dungun.

Aminah booked two passages in the vessel Renong, which arrived at Kemaman on 10th April 1950. M.V. Renong was not a passenger ship, nor did it have the facilities to carry passengers. It was utterly a cargo ship, but at the same time, ten to twelve passengers were allowed to sleep on covered decks and use the common toilet. They had to carry their food and water with them as the steamship company did not provide these. The trip to the Colony of Singapore took one and a half days. And it was no luxury.

Aminah was a frequent traveller, so she was used to such a trip. For Maria too, it was not the first trip. She had been to the Colony several times, accompanying Aminah on each of her trips.

The steamer was scheduled to sail at 2.00 p.m. Aminah and Maria had to rush and pack their clothes to catch the boat. Zainon came to Maria’s house to send her off. It was a touching moment for both the girls. They had been together for two years. Zainon’s eyes were wet. Maria’s too. Aminah realised how close they grew up together. Aminah comforted them with the thought that the trip was a short one. ‘Maria will be back within a week,’ she said.

With that assurance, Zainon told Maria to return as soon as possible. Maria promised that she would get a stuffed doll for her.

They boarded the steamer at noon. It was a hot day. The sun was up in mid-sky and the heat was almost unbearable. Both stood on the upper deck and looked at the coastline of Kemaman. Maria’s heart felt heavier as the steamer slowly moved away from the pier. She was so attached to Kemaman that the separation seemed unbearable. The kampung houses, tall coconut trees, birds in the air slowly receded from her sight. She turned to Aminah with tears rolling down her cheeks. Aminah hugged her and patted her shoulders to comfort her. The voyage had begun. Unknown to them, the voyage took them to a new chapter of their lives.





Chapter FourDutch Consulate Meets Aminah

Syed Alwi Road was an offshoot of Serangoon Road which runs parallel to Desker Road and Rowell Road. It was originally Kampung Kapar and the residents were mainly Muslims. The two mosques—Kampung Kapar Mosque and Angolia Mosque—were located within easy reach and the Muslim residents found them very convenient for their daily prayers. There were rows of terrace houses and at the corner stood an Indian Muslim bakery which filled the air with the aroma of freshly baked bread.

About fifty metres from the bakery lived Aminah’s friend, Saodah, in a terrace house located at 94 Syed Alwi Road. Aminah used to stay there whenever she visited the Colony of Singapore. Aminah and Saodah had been close friends since the pre-war days. Saodah’s husband was a ship’s captain. He frequently stayed away from the house as his job took him as far as Indonesia, Thailand, and Burma. During her husband’s absence, she felt that Aminah’s company lively and cheerful manner made her overcome her loneliness.

Saodah was very happy to receive Aminah and Maria, and they immediately indulged in conversations about their respective families. Saodah’s daughter, Amnah, who was about the same age as Maria was pleased to have Maria to play with. Immediately, both of them took to each other well, and Amnah invited Maria to her room to show off her collection of dolls.

Aminah explained the purpose of her visit to Saodah in detail. She mentioned the approach made by the Dutch consulate through the British administrative officer in Kemaman.

She continued, ‘I came to know from him that Maria’s parents wanted to see her, and the British officer also suggested to me to legalise the adoption of Maria through the Dutch consulate. In the event of a trip to Holland, I will be accompanying Maria. According to the administrative officer in Kemaman, the Dutch consulate would be paying all the expenses.’

Aminah was capable of such a long trip as she had already been to Japan and Indonesia. Saodah thought accordingly and remarked to her jokingly, ‘You must be having wheels on your legs, otherwise you won’t be travelling so much.’

Aminah smiled and told Saodah that she had given 94 Syed Alwi Road as her contact address to the British officer to pass to the Dutch consulate. She expected them to contact her anytime. Saodah told her that she would keep that in mind if anyone called for her.

Aminah consulted the calendar which was hanging on the wall near the dining area. The English date, day and month were printed on the calendar in bold letters. Wednesday, 12th April, 1950. Below the bold letters the Muslim calendar month was printed in green—26th Jamadilakhir 1369. Her mind wandered. There were only four days left for the new Muslim calendar month of Rejab. She had an urge to settle this matter early because Ramadan—the Muslim’s fasting month—was not far away. Everything became urgent.

Four days after her arrival in the Colony of Singapore on 16th April, the officials from the Dutch consulate called at Saodah’s house to meet Aminah. They were F. Van Lunteren, Chancellor of the Netherlands consulate, and Miss Bruins, an employee of the consulate and a Malay interpreter. Aminah welcomed them and told them that she had been looking forward to see them. The Dutch official gazed around the house to look for Maria, who was playing with Amnah upstairs.

The Chancellor of the Consulate commenced his conversation and asked her about her trip from Kemaman.

‘Fine,’ Aminah replied.

Van Lunteren addressed her politely, ‘I hope Mr Locke has already explained the purpose of our visit to you. We are approaching you to assist us by allowing Maria to visit her parents. Since Maria’s parents are Dutch and Maria is a minor, she is automatically a Dutch citizen. It is our duty to see to the interest of our citizens.’

On hearing the words of the Chancellor, Aminah was surprised at the officious way he spoke. Worries lined her face and she looked at him sharply. His approach contradicted Locke’s version. In his talk, he made no mention of legalising Maria’s adoption, and also, he had not mentioned her trip to Holland to accompany Maria to see her parents. She never intended to allow Maria to travel alone to Holland to visit her parents. She would not allow it and she would not discuss it. Her bespectacled eyes showed anger and after a pause, she told him firmly, ‘Maria is my daughter. She was given to me for adoption by her mother. I came here on the understanding that your consulate intended to facilitate adoption papers for Maria as well as arrange the trip for Maria and me to see her parents. But I will not allow Maria to go alone.’

Van Lunteren never expected such stern words from Aminah. Her raised voice surprised him. He stood there in shock. It took him some time to come to his senses.

Van Lunteren spoke softly, ‘Please understand me, Madam. Our original intention was to send you and Maria to Holland. The Dutch Red Cross in Jakarta wrote that it was ready to pay for the passages to Holland for both of you. However, because of the devaluation of the Indonesian currency, the cost of transportation has tripled and the Red Cross has withdrawn its offer.’

Aminah was puzzled and confused. How was it that suddenly the Red Cross came into the picture? What had the Red Cross to do with Aminah and Maria? She sensed something amiss. She told him again, ‘I don’t want to talk on these subjects now. I repeat—Maria is my daughter. As far as I know, I was asked to meet you for two reasons. One to legalise Maria’s adoption and the other to accompany Maria to Holland to see her parents. Since you have failed to discuss these two subjects, I regret
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