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Introduction

For this oral history assignment, I decided to interview Madam Sareah, who has lived through the 1964 racial riots. Relating her experiences in the Malay language, Madam Sareah showed amazing zeal and enthusiasm to narrate her story during the 2 hours interview. Her accounts include her experiences as one of the on-lookers during the Prophet Muhammad’s procession and life during the curfew period. It sheds some light on lives of the civilians and the problems they encounter during that period of time. She also shared her feelings about her loss of income and recounted some incidents and people who were affected by the riots. She claimed that the current generations are very much ignorant and oblivious to the challenges that Singapore had to go through during our pre-independence period. Life was hard then and tensions were fraying every single day.

Her story had certainly heightened my awareness of the severity of the 1964 racial riots and subsequently tightened my understanding on the birth of Racial Harmony day in Singapore.

Background

During the early 1960s, Madam Sareah lived with her family in a kampong at Jalan Tengah, an area now known as Geylang Serai. As the second child of the family, she had to quit school in order to lessen her family’s burden. Every morning, she would go out from street to street selling curry puffs and other delicacies. This was her way of earning a living. On the morning of 21st July 1964, Madam Sareah was peddling and selling food to the onlookers who had gathered to watch a procession.

“At that time, I was with my mother, selling “epok-epok” at Lorong 12, Geylang Road”.

Prophet Muhammad’s Birthday celebration

[1]On 21st July 1964, around 1pm, over 20,000 Malays and Muslims had gathered at the Padang for a celebration. This celebration was held annually to commemorate the birthday of Prophet Muhammad. 212 Muslim organizations had also gathered to participate in this procession, which was supposed to march from the Padang to St Andrews Road, Beach Road, Arab Street, Victoria Street, Kallang Road, and eventually to Lorong 12, Geylang. This processions were normally grand affairs as many on-lookers would regard is as a Muslim’s

 “ Chingay Parade.” 

[1]“Celebrations to mark the birthday of Prophet Mohammad were also held throughout Malaysia. It was a grand occasion in many towns. Many divisions of the armed forces, police and fire brigade also participated in the celebrations at Merdeka Stadium in Kuala Lumpur.” To give supporting evidence to this event, Madam Sareah recalled:

“The Muslims were celebrating their annual “Maulud Nabi”. Back then, the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday was celebrated grandly and we normally had processions, with people marching throughout the streets in Singapore. It was even grander in Malaysia, you know.”

Disturbance and Disorder

However, as the procession was approaching the Geylang area, somebody disturbed the marching by throwing a bottle at the participants. As Madam Sareah recalled:

“When the Muslims were marching and shouting “ God is Great”, some Chinese men disturbed the procession by throwing water and bottles at the group. This incurred the Muslims’ wrath and some crude words were exchanged between the two races.”

Later, when a federal police officer requested for some marchers to stick to a particular route along the Kallang Gas Works, he was attacked. 

[2]John Le Cain, Commissioner of Singapore’s Police Force, described that incident:

“. …Instead of being obeyed, he was set upon by this group. Thereafter, a series of disturbances occurred as more groups became unruly and attacked passers-by and innocent bystanders.” 

Disorder soon spreaded like wildfire as this triggered the beginning of the worst riot in the history of Singapore. Madam Sareah who was at the scene saw the start of the riot and was alarmed. As she recounted, “Fights then broke out between the two races and the situation turned haywire. People were beating up each other and by evening, the riot had worsened as buildings and vehicles were set on fire.” Madam Sareah remembered having had to be sent home by the police on a police jeep “because they feared that we might be harmed on our way home.” The disorder was so great that by the first day of the riots, 4 people were killed and 178 others injured. 

Government Intervention

[3]When the rioting failed to cease after about 3 days, a dawn till dusk curfew was imposed onto the whole country. Armed troops were also deployed to curb or defuse any potential violence. This was to prevent further bloodshed among the Chinese and the Malays. Work had to cease for days and people were terrified to even leave their homes. Madam Sareah who was affected by the curfew claimed “It was terrible for my mother and I, as we could not sell our “epok-epoks” during the day. Our income dropped greatly during that time.”

Madam Sareah was also one of the thousands of civilians who witnessed the terrible arsons and beatings between the two races. People would just destroy properties and beat up people of the other race if they chanced upon them. 

“From the creak of my window, I could see the Chinese men setting fire on bicycles, rickshaws and stalls. Someone was also slapped and beaten up by the group of Chinese youth. It was truly a sight!”

Food Shortages
Everyday, before dawn, Madam Sareah would hurry down to the market to buy food for the family. As people were afraid to go out for fear of their personal safety, marketing had to be done discreetly. Food was stocked up, just in case the riots continued for long. Prices of food and provisions also shot up during this period because people only made a one-time purchase because of their fear to go out often. Madam Sareah recalled:

“The shop owners also took advantage of this situation and jacked up the prices for most of the food items.”

As a result of this, food shortages were aplenty and people had to resort to borrowing food from their neighbors.

Causes of Riots: The Differing Views

Believed to be sparked off by racial politics and fanned by biased press reports, the riots had left a disastrous impact on Singapore’s racial harmony. As confirmed by Madam Sareah,

“I think the politics people also caused this riot. My father told me they purposely tried to create this unrest between the two races in Singapore.”

Here are some different views that had been said to be the cause of the 1964 racial riots.
1. A clash between a Chinese policeman and a group of Malays had started the riot. As Madam Sareah stated in her interview, “ A police officer was beaten up by a group of men, although I’m not too sure about their race. Fights then broke out between the two races and the situation turned haywire.”
2. During the procession, leaflets calling the Malays to destroy the PAP were distributed. [4]This was further sparked by political speeches that were held earlier to stir up Malay feelings and hatred.

3. [5]There had been rising tension between PAP and The United Malays Nation Organization (UMNO) of Malaysia. On 12 July 1964, UMNO held a convention chaired by Syed Jaafar Albar. He concluded that Malays in Singapore had not been treated fairly by the PAP government, as they had not progressed in material terms. He also urged the Malays to overcome this unequal treatment. [6]Albar had also accused all PAP Malay assemblymen of being un-Islamic, anti-Islam, anti-Malays and traitors to the community.

4. Extremists in UMNO had begun to project their party as the savior of Malays in Singapore. As such, the PAP was portrayed as victimizing the Malays. An Anti-PAP campaign was carried out in “Utusan Melayu”, a Malay daily newspaper that was printed in Jawi script and therefore could not be read by other races.[7] “The Utusan had been bought by UMNO, and was Albar’s weapon of choice for multiplying the effect of his speeches.” Many of the articles implied that Singapore Malays were second-class citizens, discriminated against and oppressed by the Singapore government. Madam Sareah confirmed this: 

“…they purposely tried to create this unrest between the two races in Singapore. It was all over the papers!! “

5. UMNO also created suspicion and hatred among the Malays that their religion, language and culture were being threatened. The PAP, they alleged, was a Chinese-dominated government that was anti-Malay. Misleading articles were published almost everyday with [8]headlines such as, “Malays in Singapore today facing threat, pressure and oppression by the government” and “Singapore UMNO directed to take steps to save PAP victims”.

6. An article in the “Utusan Melayu”, wrote about the government’s decision to redevelop Kampong Glam and the Rochor areas. Many families had to be resettled. As a result, two hundred Malay families out of 2,500 families were affected by the urban development plan that was carried out in Singapore. UMNO extremists pointed out that only Malay families are being affected. UMNO began to criticize PAP for not taking care of the Malays in Singapore and this also made it to the Utusan Melayu’s headlines to further aggravate the situation. As a result, the Malays felt that they were neglected and thought that they would be better under Malaysia. 
End of curfew

On 2 August 1964, the island-wide curfew was completely lifted, 11 days after the ordeal. In all, 23 people were dead and 460 injured.

Discrepancies

Most of the information given by Madam Sareah such as the curfew period and the disturbance of the procession were similar to those in the historical records. However, from the interview, it is evident that Madam Sareah had only narrated her story from the Muslim’s point of view. Her story indicated that the Malays were not the one who started the riots. In fact, she reflected, “I think the riot could have been prevented if people had developed respect and an appreciation for others’ cultures. Poking fun at the Muslim procession was uncalled for as it only managed to anger and sadden others”. This statement is clear that Madam Sareah blamed the Chinese for the riots as they had initially disturbed the ongoing procession. Almost all her recounts of incidences, involved the Chinese being the race that had caused hurt and damage to others.


”He was on his way to work in the evening when he was beaten up by a group of Chinese men. The men threw his body into a drain and he died”

“….some Chinese men disturbed her stall. They destroyed the stall and even poured the hot frying oil from the wok onto the poor woman.”

This was probably because she was staying at the Malay kampong and thus had not seen the rioting over at the Chinatown areas.

In historical records of the 1964 racial riots, it had been said that the riots were sparked as a result of racial tensions that had long been stirred in the nation. Political dramas and issues were the core culprits that had evoked such feelings between the two races. The fact is, the Malays were the one who had been upset over many of the articles in the “Utusan Melayu” and thus felt the PAP had neglected them in one way or another. Madam Sareah also did not provide any information about the political tensions that had been ongoing during that period of time.

Conclusion

Dubbed the “Cina-Melayu Gaduh” period by many Malays, the 1964 racial riots had definitely been a lesson learnt the hard way for many Singaporeans. Nevertheless, with the introduction of the Racial Harmony Day, students are able to recognize the terror of Singapore’s past and come to realize that racial tolerance and harmony are essential when living under a multi-ethnic roof. We should speak in one voice as citizens of Singapore, rather than from a colored perspective as members of the different ethnic and religious communities
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Appendix: Transcript

1964 Racial Riot

PROFILE OF THE INTERVIEWEE

Name of interviewee: Mdm Sareah Binte Abu Bakar (In her 50s)

Nationality: Singaporean 

Language: Malay 

Duration of interview:  2 hours 

Venue: Fazilah’s home 


TRANSCRIPT FOR THE ORAL INTERVIEW PROJECT  

Qns 1: How old were you when the riot occurred?

Ans: I was only 15 years old. At that time, I was with my mother, selling 
“epok-epok” at Lorong 12, Geylang Road.

Qns 2: Do you know what caused the riot?

Ans: Oh, the Muslims were celebrating their annual 
“Maulud Nabi”. Back then, the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday was celebrated grandly and we normally had processions, with people marching throughout the streets in Singapore. It was even grander in Malaysia, you know. Do you know that because of this riot, Singapore government did not allow the Muslims to celebrate the “Maulud Nabi” through this way anymore? That’s why, nowadays, the “Maulud Nabi” is only celebrated at the mosque or under the void decks.

Qns 3: So, how did a normal religious procession turned ugly like that?

Ans: During the marching, the Muslims were shouting verses from the 


 Qur’an together. They even had banners with the God’s name “Allah” on them and other Arabic quotes. It was such a grand affair! When the Muslims were marching and shouting “ God is Great”, some Chinese men disturbed the procession by throwing water and bottles at the group. This incurred the Muslims’ wrath and some crude words were exchanged between the two races. Rumor has it that, the Chinese resented the idea of the Muslims marching down the streets and that they were looking down on the Muslim procession. Later, a police officer was beaten up by a group of men, although I’m not too sure about their race. Fights then broke out between the two races and the situation turned haywire. People were beating up each other and by evening, the riot had worsened as buildings and vehicles were set on fire. I heard that the riot also stretched to other areas such as Jalan Besar, Jalan Pasir and Jalan Cina.

Actually, I think the politics people also caused this riot. My father told me they purposely tried to create this unrest between the two races in Singapore.

It was all over the papers!! My father loved reading them.

Qns 4: Why did your father enjoy reading them?
Ans: He said there were many “dramas” between the politics people. I myself don’t know how true they were.

Qns 5:  Were you one of those involved in the riot?

Ans: Of course, not. I was just minding my own business selling “epok-epok.” I was very terrified at that time. I even saw women being beaten up and trampled on. I did what I should- get away from the scene with my mother, as fast as I could. I just wanted to be in the comfort of my own home.

Qns 6:  So, how did you managed to get home safely?

Ans: There were already police officers guarding the streets during the beginning of the procession. So, more backups were called in to control the situation, although it already went out of hand. My mother and I were sent home on a police jeep because they feared that we might be harmed on our way home. People who were watching the procession also had to be sent home by the police. One of my mother’s friend who was watching the procession had to be sent back to my house because she couldn’t go home as she was staying at “Tai Seng” – an area that was populated with Chinese.

Qns 7: How did the Government react to this disorder?

Ans: Oh, we had a curfew.. but it was only imposed a few days after the riot. I think situation went out of control and many people were injured, so, that’s why the government decided to impose the curfew. It was from dawn till dusk and nobody was allowed to go out during those period of time. It was terrible for my mother and I, as we could not sell our “epok-epoks” during the day. Our income dropped greatly during that time.

Qns 8: So, your whole family had to stay home as well? How did you managed throughout this period of time?

Ans: Yes, nobody was allowed to go out. It was terrible. Everybody was scared to bump into a Chinese and vice-versa. The children did not go to school as the schools were also closed – I think the holidays were extended for them. I also had to go to the market before dawn and stocked up food for the family, as we were scared to go out often. The shop owners also took advantage of this situation and jacked up the prices for most of the food items. Once, my sister and I tried to sneak out to buy more food for the family but we did not even made it past the staircase. One burly Gurkha soldier forced us back into the house, shoving his bayonet towards our faces! I heard that women especially were not allowed to go out, as it was dangerous for them. Gurkha soldiers closely guarded the whole island and people had no chance of getting out from their houses during the curfew period. One neighbor of mine had to resort to borrowing biscuits from my family as the shops had run out of food!!

Qns 9: Did you have any encounters with the Chinese people?

Ans: There was only one Chinese family staying in my village. The head of the family was called A-Pong and he owned the provision shop at Geylang. However, the Muslims in my village had no problems or enmity with him, as he was a kind and friendly man. A-Pong also had no reservations to sell the Malays, food as he himself told me that this riot was totally uncalled for.

Recalling an Incident

Once, my family and I were sitting at our veranda at night when we heard people shouting, “ Cina Tai Seng dah sampai kedai Pak Som!!! Semua balik!!” – (The Chinese from Tai Seng have reached Pak Som’s stall! Everyone go back home!) In a matter of minutes, everyone was home and the doors and windows were locked to prevent any bloodshed. From the creak of my window, I could see the Chinese men setting fire on bicycles, rickshaws and stalls. Someone was also slapped and beaten up by the group of youth. It was truly a sight!

Recalling a separate Incident

My grandfather had to go to 
“Jalan Cina” to run some errands during one of the mornings. While cycling around town, he was approached by a group of Chinese men. However, they did not even harm him because they thought he was an Indian! He was an Indian-Muslim man and thus, was very dark-skinned. We found out that the Chinese would not harm the Indians as the riot was between them and the Malays. Ever since, that incident, my grandfather would go out wearing a 
“pottu” on his forehead, and take advantage of the situation!

Qns 10: Was there anybody that you knew who got injured during the riot?

Ans: Oh yes. One of them was my cousin’s husband. On the first day of the riot, he was on his way to work in the evening when he was beaten up by a group of Chinese men. The men threw his body into a drain and he died instantly from his injuries. He was just an inncocent man!

There was also this Malay lady who sells 
“ Goreng Pisang” at “Jalan Kachang”, an area near Geylang. One morning, she was normally frying the bananas when some Chinese men disturbed her stall. They destroyed the stall and even poured the hot frying oil from the wok onto the poor woman. Luckily, she only escaped with slight burns on her hands.

Qns 11: That was awful. Everybody must have been hoping for the riot to end.

Ans: Of course. I was very relieved when I heard that the curfew had been lifted while listening to the radio. The people in my kampong were so happy because we badly wanted life to be normal again. It had been a nightmare for everybody in Singapore.

Qns 12: Do you know how long the riot lasted?

Ans: Maybe about two weeks or less. After that, security became very tight and we can see many policemen patrolling the neighborhood every now and then to ensure that the riot would not continue.

Qns 13: Any final thoughts about the 1964 racial riot?

Ans: I think the riot could have been prevented if people had developed respect and an appreciation for others’ cultures. Poking fun at the Muslim procession was uncalled for as it only managed to anger and sadden others. It was definitely upsetting as I had many Chinese friends back then and our relationships were pretty close. This riot had caused racial disharmony and weakened ties among the Muslims and the Chinese. I will always remember the 
“ Cina-Melayu Gaduh” period, as it was one of the worst national riots between the two races.
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� A Malay delicacy made from wheat flour, with fillings such as potato, sardine or chicken. Also known as curry puffs.





� Prophet Muhammad’s birthday celebration.


� Holy book of Islam.


� Chinese Street


� A holy powder worn by the Hindus on their foreheads.


� Banana fritters


� The term used by the Malays to describe the 1964 racial riot- which means the “ Fight between the Chinese and the Malays”.





