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The history of the Hakka in Sarawak has always been linked to the Hakka gold miners in 

the former West Borneo' who arrived in the 1750s at the invitation of the Malay rulers, in 

particular the Sultan of' Sambas. They were actively working in gold mines operated by 

communal corporations known locally as kongsi. The Dutch classed the towns of Mandor, 
Monterado, Lara, Mempawah, Singkawang and Pemangkat as `Chinese Districts'. The 
Chinese also ventured into trading with the Dayaks, some of them farming to subsist. 
The districts thrived with the export of gold, particularly to China, and jungle products 
such as birds' nests, beeswax, rattan and incense wood (guhuru). There is another aspect 
to the history of this group of" immigrants: they went through toils and turbulences due 

to suppression by their Dutch colonial masters. There were also conflicts among several 
big kongsi, tussling over mining areas. During times when conflicts were numerous many 
immigrants fled to Sarawak and settled in areas such as Bau, Lundu and Marup. 

While the history of the Hakka Chinese in West Kalimantan and those in Sarawak overlaps 
the historical discourse is nonetheless different. Large scale migration of Hakka in Sarawak 

started upon the invitation and sponsorship of the second Rajah Brooke in the late 1860s. 
The Hakkas had enjoyed a relatively less tumultuous period in Sarawak, apart from the 
infamous Bau rebellion in 1857. The Chinese in West Kalimantan had migrated to Borneo 

a century earlier than the Chinese in Sarawak and were under the rule of the Dutch East 
Indies. Due to the different political discourses the Hakka communities in West Kalimantan 

and Sarawak are inevitably dissimilar in many ways. The Hakka dialect might sound the 

same but the use of certain nouns and verbs is different. A Kuching Hakka who travels for 

the first time to Singkawang and speaks Hoppo Hakka to a Hakka shop attendant might 
receive awkward feedback and might have to repeat the sentence or instantly switch to 
Bahasa Indonesia. 

Culture is an invaluable entity. It represents the identity of a society and its people. All culture 
that exists today has gone through adaptation, assimilation and diffusion. Appreciation of 
culture will enhance the recognition that there no one culture is superior; there is no true 

or original culture. It is the author's utmost hope that this book will contribute to a better 

appreciation of diversity in culture. Cultural diversity should be embraced and respected 
by all. 

/ See Yuan Bing Ling (2000), Heidhues (2003) and Somers (2003) on the history of the Chinese in West Borneo. 
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Foreword 
Dr. Elena Gregoria Chai has here written an immensely attractive book on the thriving 
religious practices of the ethnic Chinese residents in Singkawang of West Kalimantan. 
This book presents ample visual data in the form of vivid and effervescent photos mainly 
taken by the author, which, together with the accurate captions, give us genuine images of 
current spiritual life in a local town of Indonesian Borneo. The value of this book consists, 
above all, in this first-hand account by an acute ethnographer of the unique aspects of 
Singkawang life, hitherto much unknown to the interested public living outside Borneo. 

The author, an ethnic Chinese from the Malaysian state of Sarawak, has a privileged access 
to the observation of and reflection on what is actually done in this work. The ethnic 
Chinese in Singkawang and those in Sarawak, especially of Hakka dialectal group the 
author belongs to, have a close historical link in terms of migratory moves from the former 

to the latter. There is still an extensive kinship and social network between the descendants 

of both areas. Based on the existence of this connection, the author gives a number of 
ethnographic insights on the potentially fertile filed of comparison between the two groups 
of Chinese. 

This work thus contributes to the study of Hakka study in the global context if only because 
it delineates the neat and specific comparison between those living in the two related but 
in many points contrasting states/nations. Furthermore, it provides a valuable instance to 
enhance the cultural study of contemporary Indonesian politics. It adequately depicts a 
form of ethnic/cultural resilience in politically adverse circumstances by trailing if only 
in a rudimentary way how the local ethnic Chinese had maintained discreetly their folk 

customs and traditions under the New Order regime of Indonesia. 

The temples and spirit mediums as the author concentrates her observation upon are 
extremely outstanding figures in Singkawang town in every sense. They are embodiment of 
souls of local residents par excellence. Dr. Chai's work would satisfy any reader interested 
in Chinese tiºlk religion with its balancing and yet sympathetic literary touches to objective 
descriptions of those embodied souls in West Kalimantan. 

- Motomitsu UCHIBORI - 



Preface 
The journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step. Lao Tzu's renowned quote truly 
exemplifies my experience in writing this book. Although the journey from Kuching 
to Singkawang is not thousand miles (actually less than 2(H) miles) the first move was 
overdue. It was fated. The Chinese believe that everything is predetermined, hence things 
happen at a certain time for a particular reason. This concept of fate fits my relationship 
with Singkawang perfectly. 

When I was conducting fieldwork on the marriage ceremonies of Hakka women in Sarawak, 

many Taiwanese friends working in the same field encouraged me to visit Singkawang to 
write about the culture of the Hakka there. This they did because the distance between 
Kuching and Singkawang is short compared to that between Taiwan and Singkawang. 
They also knew that I am from the same dialect group as most Hakka in West Kalimantan, 

that is, the Hoppo Hakka. I discounted the idea of travelling ten hours by road to look at 
what I was already observing in Sarawak. Singkawang and I did not bond at that time. 

In 2013, while conducting research on temples in Sarawak, Tua Pek Kong temple friends 
invited me to join their entourage to Singkawang. It was to be a reciprocal visit, part of a 
series to Tua Pek Kong temples around Borneo Island. The Tua Pek Kong Federation had 
been in existence for more than four years at that time. Networks between temples were 
vigorously formed and rekindled with visits to temple celebrations. That year I joined the 
Cung Yong Phak Kung (Singkawang's Central Pekong) group to celebrate the birthday of 
its main deity on the 6th day of the 6th lunar month. I managed to bond only a little during 
that visit, for I did not have the chance to mingle much with locals or to see much of the 
town. 

In 2015 1 returned to Singkawang once more to attend the Kut Lut or Kulor temple 
celebration. It was the first time I encountered the live sacrifice of a pig in front of the 
temple. Chinese traditional music called Pat Jim (/*,, *) was being played and men without 
shirts were dancing to the rhythm of the music while brandishing a sharp-pointed sword. 
A pig was released from a cage and struggled hard to escape. The shirtless men caught it 

while one man wearing a bandana pointed the sword high towards the sky then pierced 
the animal through the heart. The animal was let loose and blood was smeared all over the 
floor. The music continued, only stopping when the pig was finally motionless. It was then 
carried off to the back of the temple grounds. The episode raised my adrenaline level and 
suddenly many questions poured into my mind. I felt an obligation to find out more. I and 
Singkawang bonded more that year because of the blood sacrifice. 

I was focusing on other research projects in Sarawak when a friend approached me in April 
2016 to see whether I would be able to help write some captions for photographs he had 

taken during a Cap Go Meh procession in Singkawang. He had actually invited me earlier 
to join his group going to visit the famous procession of spirit mediums (tatung) with their 
acts of mortification of the body. I was conducting fieldwork for another project so had to 
decline. To make up, I agreed to his request to contribute to the pictorial book project he 

was working on. 



Preface 

Another friend at the publication department asked whether I could include some simple 
historical facts about the temple and the people. Again, without batting an eyelid, I agreed, 
thinking it would not be too difficult since it would just require some factual information. 
The project just sat there while waiting for the photo experts to finalize which pictures to 
put in. 

Over the years, I had heard a lot about the parade of spirit mediums and their acts of 
mortification. Friends in Singkawang sent me compact discs on the event each year. Thus 
I had watched it on video each year since 2010. I never took the initiative to attend the 
event for several reasons. Firstly, I had already been observing spirit mediums in East and 
West Malaysia. Secondly, I had a rather negative perception towards the commoditization 
of such events. Thirdly, many noted researchers, including Margaret Chan and Hui Yew 
Foong, were already writing about the Singkawang Chinese and the Cap Go Meh event 
there. I read their work and found it enthralling. Fourthly, prices of accommodation and 
transport during the three day event tire extortionate. Thus, I never actually made any 
serious attempt to travel to watch the parade. 

When I was shown the photos of Cap Go Meh I was perplexed as how I should write the 
captions. I felt a sense of guilt when I contemplated just writing captions without providing 
information on the spirit mediums and their acts. Feeling self-reproach, I travelled to 
Singkawang alone, trying to find a solution. I did not contact any temple friends or make 
my stay in Singkawang known to anyone. In the van from Kuching to Singkawang were 
six other passengers from Singkawang and the driver, too, was a local Singkawang Hakka. 
He was receiving calls from home that his toddler son has been crying the entire night. He 
asked the child to be sent to a spirit medium (the term he used was phan tung) immediately. 
I inquired about the matter and other passengers chipped in. An aunt in her late 50s said, 
"Never doubt what a deity can do to help us". She added, "Not everything can be explained 
by science. Ah Moi, in Kuching when people are sick, they go see a doctor. We Singkawang 

people seek a deity's help first. Only if we don't recover for a long time, will we visit 
the hospital. " Her husband said, "Normally after visiting the deity, things will be normal 
again". The conversation spiked my interest in the topic of phan tung (spirit mediums). 

A spirit medium is a man or woman who has been chosen by a deity to perform acts 
of salvation. The w9rd salvation here means delivering people from illness, harm or 
misfortunes caused by the supernatural. Hence, when the aunt mentioned `deity' it also 
meant spirit medium. It is through a spirit medium that a deity performs an act of helping. 
In Kuching or Sarawak generally, if one was ill, the sequence would be reversed. One 

would first seek treatment at a clinic. If the person were not cured, he/she would go to other 
clinics or to the hospital. Only when all medical treatment had failed would the person seek 
help from a spirit medium. Not everyone adopts this strategy but seeking for supernatural 
intervention is usually the last resort when all scientific methods have been tried. 

I am intrigued by the belief in spirit mediums (tatung) among the Singkawang people. 
The numbers of tatung participating in Cap Go Meh reached a record high of 761 in 2012. 
Perhaps this is due to the enormous number of temples in Singkawang that has earned the 

city the title of `City of a Thousand Temples'. In every temple and at every altar devoted to 
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a Chinese deity or deities there is a tatung affiliated with, or servicing the deity or deities. 
In some temples several tatung serve a few deities, depending on the attachment of the 
deity to the tatung. In other words, it is not an exaggeration to state that there are probably 
at least as many tatung as the number of temples in Singkawang. 

It is worth noting that locally a Chinese temple is called Pekong. Someone going to the 
Central Thai Pak Kung temple will say "I am going to Central Pekong", or, if going to the 
Pasiran temple, will say "going to Pasiran Pekong". An altar differs from a temple in the 
sense that it is in a house while a temple is an isolated building with its own compound An 

altar is known locally as Sin Than. For ease of reading this book uses the term `temple' to 
apply to both Pekong and Sin Than. 

From my field observations during six fieldwork trips from March until September 2016, 
the influence of spirit mediums over the lives of people is all-encompassing. All sorts of 
events, from house moving to marriages, even to naming a newborn, let alone treating 
sickness that occurs when someone is believed to have encountered wandering spirits, 
entail the help of a spirit medium. Women abandoned by their lovers or by `straying' 
husbands seek help from spirit mediums who are able to give supernatural remedies so that 
the men to return to their side. Men and women unsuccessful in matchmaking visit a spirit 
medium to repel the spell that was placed upon them to prevent them getting a partner. A 

common sight in every temple is of people eagerly waiting for a spirit medium to write 
numbers, which will be purchased, like lottery ticket numbers, with the hope of striking 
some fortune. Spirit mediums also aid in inserting charmed gold needles called susuk 
emas into the face for aesthetic purposes. Some are inserted into the genitals to increase 

attractiveness or to firm the organs. Other metals such as silver are used in joints to treat 
rheumatism or minor injuries. 

This book is written as a humble attempt to introduce the spirit mediums of Singkawang. 
Every spirit medium is devoted to a deity or deities who utilize(s) the spirit medium as an 
agent to communicate with and interact with the people. Thus this book also introduces 
temples and belief in a tutelary deity known as Thai Pak Kung. Though the actual number 
of temples devoted to Thai Pak Kung is not yet known, conversation with the person in 

charge of the Buddhist Development Board confirms that there are probably more Thai 
Pak Kung temples than temples for any other deity. From my field observations this could 
be so. The Board is working towards data collection on the actual number of temples in 
Singkawang. I will be collaborating with the Board for this purpose by visiting all the 
temples in Singkawang starting in June 2017. 

Chapter 1 of this book introduces some basic features of Singkawang town. Kuching 

and Singkawang are about 280 km apart. Next year, when the road between Biawak and 
Sajingan has been re-surfaced, the current journey to Singkawang via the long, winding 
Tebedu/Entikong route will be cut by half. This would encourage more travel between 
Sarawak and West Kalimantan. Tourists to Sarawak can have better options for travel 
to West Kalimantan and vice versa. Singkawang is blessed with many natural features 
including mountains, sea and clean white beaches. It is a hidden gem of Borneo Island. 
In Chapter 2 the Central Thai Pak Kung Temple is showcased and the buildings' inner 
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structure is presented. Making a catalogue of temple structures is actually one of my 
long term aspirations. I published a book presenting the 2D layout of 76 temples in 

Sarawak in 2013. The presentation of the Central Thai Pak Kung Temple is actually the 

groundwork so that I can understand temples' inner structure. The temple is authentic in 

its very own sense. The temple's historical background as well as the social and physical 

environments surrounding it has actually shaped the temple's present features. From my 

previous experience, no one temple is identical to another. The placement of the main and 

subsidiary deities, the arrangement of the offering temples, and many other temple features 

are distinct from one another. Chapter 2 might be interesting to temple goers and could 

also be a good reference for the Singkawang locals on the temple close to their heart. The 

names of the temple's inner structures, including the couplets on the pillars, are written in 

Chinese characters and read using Hakka pronunciation and may be a good source to learn 

more about the temple. 

Chapter 3 presents a few tatung giving a glimpse of their family backgrounds and their 
feelings or aspirations. Tatung do not 'Only feature during Cap Go Meh, doing cheek or 
body piercing and so on. They are very much normal people but with a special gift to 

service deities and people. There are many prominent tatung in Singkawang but due to 
limited time, only a handful are presented in this book. Margaret Chan's (2008) work on a 
few prominent tatung in early years gives further information. 

Chapter 4 presents a few important features pertaining to temple activities. Cap Go Meh, 

known as Zhang Yet Ban to the locals, is closely associated with the street cleansing ritual 

performed the day before. The network between temples and tatung represents an important 

social affiliation in the Singkawang community. Sin Ming San (or temple celebration) is 

the occasion for temples and tatung to rekindle their ties and strengthen their rapport. 
Rather than competing on prowess, they show mutual respect. It is hoped that readers will 

gain a better understanding of Cap Go Meh as not just a one-off mass ritual performance. 
It is more a rendition of temple activities carried out throughout the year. 

Cap Go Meh 2016 photos are shown in Chapter 5. The magnificient photos were contributed 
by Pak Welly Brodus, a renowned photographer in Singkawang. 



Singkawang: 
Of Illipe Nuts and estuary 

The name `Singkawang' could have been derived from the word tengkawang. Tengkawang, 

or illipe nuts, are oil-bearing seeds of trees commonly known as meranti that belong to 

the Dipterocarpaceae family. Ozinga (1940) (Cited in Heidhues, 2003), in his economic 

report on West Borneo, mentioned that between 1912 and 1914 West Borneo produced 

nearly all the tengkawang that was supplied to the Indies, reaching nine thousand tonnes. 

Logically, Singkawang may have derived its name from the abundance of this valuable 

jungle product. 

In Hakka, Singkawang is called San Kheu Jong (J4 in Chinese characters). This 

literally translates as `river mouth' or `estuary'. In the early days Singkawang was a port 

that catered for the gold mining activities in Montrado. The town was a port of call for 

newly arrived migrants from southeastern China who unwound there after a treacherous 

journey, and also a meeting point for gold miners with their gold products, especially gold 
dust, awaiting export. 

Five rivers either flow through Singkawang or are within its vicinity. Sungai Singkawang 

flows right through the city centre. Sungai= Sedau, at 20 km, is the longest. The others are 
Sungai Setapuk Besar, Sungai Wie and Sungai Garam. The rivers meander through a range 

of mountains and flow into the Natuna Sea. Thus the city fits its local name, San Khcu 

Jong. Eight peaks surround the city, namely Gunung Sari, Gunung Pasi, Gunung Poteng, 

Gunung Besar, Gunung Sedau, Gunung Padang Pasir (Bok Ma Kong), Gunung Jiatan and 
Gunung Sijangkung. 

Singkawang sits majestically on a plain, facing the Natuna Sea to the West and backed by 

the mountainous ranges that surround it, and has magnificent natural views. The coasts 

to the west to the south are lined by long stretches of beach that are famous and popular 

with holidaymakers during weekends and long holiday. The white sandy beaches of Pasir 

Panjang and Tanjung Bajau, with their breathtaking views, are among the must-visit places. 



Singkawang: Oj/llipe Nuts and Estuary 
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Image 1: Gunung Sari. located 18 km south of Singkaµang city centre (Source: Liu Hon Cung) 
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(Source: Liu Hon Cung) 
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Singkawang: Of Illipe Nuts and Estuary 
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Locating West Kalimantan on Borneo Island 
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Map 1: Borneo and three countries (Source: Edhylius Scan) 
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Borneo, the third largest island in the world, sustains parts of two countries (Malaysia and 
Indonesia) and the whole of a third: Brunei. The Malaysian states of Sarawak, with an 
area of 124,450 km2 and also the largest state in Malaysia; and Sabah (73,619 km2) and 
the Federal Territory of Labuan (92 km2) occupy only 26.3% of Borneo Island. Brunei, 

on Borneo's northwest coast, has an area of 5,770 km2. Much of Borneo is occupied by 
Indonesia's State of Kalimantan which comprises five provinces, namely West, North, 
East, South and Central Kalimantan, with a total area of 548,005 km 

, or nearly 73% of 
the island. 
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Pncat KhOmat 4TAkhumat ý Singkawäng: Of Illipe Nuts and Estuary 

West Kalimantan, at 147,307 km2. is the second largest province among the five in 
Kalimantan (the largest is Central Kalimantan). The capital of West Kalimantan is 
Pontianak. According to 2014 data from the Statistical Body of West Kalimantan (Badan 
Statistik Kalimantan Barat), West Kalimantan has a population of 4,716,093. The largest 

ethnic group is Dayak (32.75%), followed by Malay (29.75%), Chinese (29.21 %), Javanese 
(5.25%), Bugis (0.3%) and others (9.85%). 

The administrative division of West Kalimantan comprises two cities and 12 regencies 
(kapubaten), as shown in Map 2. 

Slap 2: West Kahmanlan Administrative Divisions (Source: Fdhylius Scan) 

  



Singkawang: Of Illipe Nuts and Estuary 

Kota (City) 
Kabupaten 
(Regency) 

Capital/town Area 
(kmz) 

Population 
(2014) 

Population 
percentage 

(°/o) 

Population 
density 

(person per km2) 
Rah. Sambas Samba, (394 510. +t<7 11.02 81.3 

Kab. Bengkayang Bengkayang 5397 232,873 4.94 43.1 

Kab. Landak Ngabang 9909 352,897 7.48 35.6 
Kab. Pontianak Mempawah 1276 249521 5.29 195.4 

Kab. Sanggau Sanggau 12857 438,994 9.31 34.1 

Kab. Ketapang Ketapang 31240 464,227 9.84 14.9 

Kab. Sintang Sintang 21635 390,796 8.29 18.1 

Kab. Kapuas Hulu Putussibau 29842 240,410 5.10 8.1 

Kab. Sekadau Sekadau 5444 191,797 4.07 35.2 

Kab. Melawi Nanga Pinoh 10644 192,301 4.08 18.1 

Kab. Kayong Utara Sukadana 4568 103282 2.19 22.6 

Kab. Kubu Raya Sei Raya 6985 538,815 11.43 77.1 

Kota Pontianak Pontianak 107 554,764 12.68 5548.2 

Kota Singkawang Singkawang 504 202.196 4.29 401.2 

TOTAL 146,802 4716,093 100.00 - 
Source: Badan Statistik Kalimantan Barat. 2016 (Retrieced from http: //kalbar. bps. go. id/) 

Ketapang is the largest of the twelve regencies, while the smallest is Pontianak regency. 
Pontianak city is carved out of the Pontianak regency and has the highest population 
density (5,548.2 persons per km'). The regencies of Kapuas Hulu and Ketapang, located 

to the east, have the lowest population density (18.1 persons per km2). Singkawang city 
has a population density of 401 persons per km2 and is the second most densely populated 
area in West Kalimantan. 



Accessing West Kalimantan via road 

The state of Sarawak in Malaysia shares much of its border with the province of West 
Kalimantan. One can cross from Kuching, Sarawak's capital, over to West Kalimantan via 
three checkpoints. The most commonly used of these on the Sarawak side is the Customs, 
Immigration and Quarantine (CIQ) Post at Tebedu town in Serian district the checkpoint 
on the West Kalimantan side is Pos Pemeriksaan Lintas Batas Entikong. Entikong 
is a border town in Kapubaten Landak. The second most used checkpoint is the Jagoi 
Babang checkpoint which connects Bau town in Sarawak and Kabupaten Bengkayang 
in Kalimantan through the border hawker town of Serikin. Another checkpoint which is 
less used due to the bad road condition is the Biawak and Aruk, Sajingan checkpoint, 
accessible from Sarawak via Sematan district, situated in Borneo's northwest. This is the 
much anticipated route to Kabupaten Sambas as, if the road were improved, the journey 

would take only four hours, cutting the length of the trip using other routes by almost 
half. At the moment, Indonesian residents living in close vicinity of all three checkpoints 
are issued with Pas Lintas Batas to enable them to travel to Serian, Bau and Sematan in 
Sarawak. Another lesser known border crossing is the one connecting Lubok Antu - Badau 

checkpoints, which gives access to Putussibau town. 

Ma 1) 3: Read. IhctvvCC: I ti, u. i1ý. ih . end West Kalimantan (Source: Edhylius Sean) 
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Singkawang Town 
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The oldest street in Singkawang is Atap Kai (Attap Street) (officially named Jalan Niaga). 
This important street is where Singkawang's earliest business activities were concentrated. 
The Dragon Monument (Tugu Naga) an iconic landmark located in the middle of the 

street, celebrates the street's existence. 

Adjacent to Atap Kai is the street known as Cung Hin Kai, also known as Cung Min Kai. 
Its official name is Jalan Sejahtera. In 1936 a great fire destroyed the shops along this street 
as well as the iconic town mosque, Masjid Raya. It was said that a small temple nearby 

vanished in the fire and was later moved to Turi Market (Pasar Turi). 

Later, due to a population increase, Singkawang town expanded further with an additional 

street block called Fa Tu Kai or Jalan Diponegoro. This long street connects with the south 
of Singkawang. This street is also called as Kota Indah. 
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