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Preface

Remembering The Past As We Look Forward

{ wish to cangratulate the authors, Chau Yin and Siew Sia, for praviding invaluable
insights into the untold history of the Leprosarium and the life ol its inmates. [ndeed, this
book is & special gift thoughtfully presented by the two authors who passionately and
specially dedicated it to the inmates, and to the public as a whole.

_ Reading between the lines, one can easily foel the natural strong bonding, affinity
and friendship among inmates, caregivers and the authors. Further reading beyond the
lines, ene is certain to be deeply touched by the humanitarian spirit reflected in the entire
hook.

With deep commendation for the MCA Subang Division’s mission, i.e. to create
healthier political culture and to provide betéer comununity service, we decided to
undertake the pﬂbiicat};on of Falley of Hope. In fact, we are so commited to this noble
cause that we use “Valley of Hope” as the main theme throughout the Sungai Bulch
Floral Exposition held from 5th to 7th May 2006. It is our hope that the event wauld
make Sungai Buloh a famous local brand name for its well-known pottery, fiozal products
and landscaping expertise, whilst instifling public awareness of the Leprosarium, or the
Sungai Buloh Leprosy Control Centre.

1 wish fo express a token of appreciation to IITC Sdn. Bhd. and Gemilang
Publishing $dn. Bhd. for supporting this boak project generously and wholeheartedly.
1 personally envision that the stories told by the inmates about their hardships in the
Leprosarium would inspire the young generation of Malaysians to face challenges in
life with greater vesilience, perseverance and endurance, One shall never give up hope
under all cireumstances, even if it was an extremely desperate situation, such as in the
case of leprosy patients. Despite prolonged sufferings, physical disabilities and social
discrimination, they live with dignity and do not depend heavily on others for their well-
being. The fact that they persevere till old age is indeed a success story and we should all
learn the art of living ﬁom these glcat souls.

L As. stlpulated n the Nmth Malay51a Plan (2006-2010), Sungai Buloh Hospltal
where the Leprosarium is situated will soon be developed inio a superb healthcare centre
anid an  advanced research éentre for the entire nation. Nevertheless; we shall never forget
the past while eagmly awaiting a brlght futisre ahead. Valley of Hope is heénice a timely
tiibute to the subvivors of leprosy, as weil as an important documented llteratme for those
who wish to resealch dehberately o thls toplc e
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Prologue

The idea of Valley of Hope was conceived in 2002 out of our sentimental
attachment to this place whose uniqueness was slowly fading away. We
started to work on this project towards the end of 2002, by which time
the construction of the new hospital complex had already started on
the site that stretched from the former main entrance of the National
Leprosy Control Centre (Pusat Kawalan Kusta Negara) to the colonial-
styled government guarters for the nurses.

For almost four decades since its establishment in 1930, the inmates
in the Leprosarium had lived in confinement, isolated from the outside
world. Tt was run like a small state, having a population of over 2,000
inmates; managed by the Medical Superintendent with his medical staff,
and its operation was fully supported by the able-bodied inmates. It had
its rules and regulations, currency for internal circulation {(only for a
short period), school, clinics, community hall, places of worship for
different religions and beliefs, social clubs, prison and even a security
force and fire brigade.

Except for the ongoing medical treatment, the inmates led a normal
life, hiving and working together as a closely-knit community. They
were represented by a Council whose members were elected among
themselves. The Sungai Buloh Settlement Council still serves the
inmates today. Valley of Hope has lived up to its name. Over the past few
decades, it had seen many of its inmates exit through the Leprosarium’s
main gate and started a new life outside, As we get to know more about
this place and its people, the more we came to appreciate it. It is a shame
1o leave ifs story untold.
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The Leprosarium has undergone massive changes, especially since
the 1990s. Since the era of total isolation during the 1930s to 1960s,
it has come a long way to become a well-known destination among
flowers and plants lovers. The changes in the post-isolation years have
inevitably washed away its original unique culture, economy and social
characteristics. In this book, we shall travel back in time to relive those days.
Valley of Hope is intended to be a memoir for the inmates, ex-inmates,
their families and friends and the general public who have never had an
insight into the lives in the Leprosarium until recent years. The story will
be told from the eyes of the insiders, people who have lived there and
are part of the unique culture and lifestyle. It revolves around their way
of life, daily routine, social activities and the customs. Most importantly,
it will depict the evolution of the inmates’ struggles from rejection and
self-degradation to hope of recovery, and acceptance by the public. This
book encompasses the various aspects and changes in their lives and the
place since the 1930s. It will touch on the administration and policies
implemented by the authorities within the Leprosarium from the British
colonial era, the Japanese Occupation to the post-independence years.

Valley of Hope is the story about the Leprosarium in Sungal
Buloh and its people. It is not about the disease. A large part of our
data colleciion revolved around interviews, visits to old buildings and
observations of the daily life at the Leprosarium. We also managed to
compile a mumber of old photographs, which are the testimony of the
Leprosarium’s history. Over 80% of its inmates is Chinese, who also
dominated the population of leprosy patients in the country before the
disease was brought under control by effective medication. Naturally,
the culture and lifestyle as well as the major events in the Leprosarium
mostly revolve around the Chinese community. Inmates of other races
like Malay, Indian and Eurasian had blended well with this environment
since they have been living together for decades. Many older inmates
of Malay and Indian descent can understand spoken Chinese and some
even speak certain Chinese dialects fluently.
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One may notice that not many inmates are seen in the photographs
of the current state of the Leprosarium due to the dwindling and ageing
population. Moreover, most inmates would prefer to remain anonymous.
Although the social stigma attached to leprosy had greatly diminished
over the last few decades, being exposed to public as a former leprosy
patient is still very much a sensitive issue to them. Out of respect for
the interviewees’ privacy, some of their real names are not used in this
book.

While there was a lot of data on the disease, not much was found
on leprosariums or asylums. Most of the relevant information we
came across were the early events that led to the establishment of the
Leprosarium and some general statistics until the end of the 1950s. We
realized how little has been documented about this place.

The Leprosarium is now in its twilight vears and is currently being
transforméd into a modern medical centre. In a couple of years, the
untold story of this place may be buried forever with the rubbles of
the demolished colonial buildings. It is our hope that this book would
perpetuate the essence of this unique place and its community for
posterity.
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Epilogue

The past two years have been a fulfilling time for us. Although we were
constantly juggling with our heavy work schedules and the research project,
of which the latter would often have to make way if there was a clash in
timetable, it has been a meaningful jowrney of learning and growth for us.

Our very first encounter was with an elderly lady in her 80s with a
remarkably good memory, whom we call Saw Cheng in the book, Through
her, we saw the misfortune that befell most of the leprosy patients
especially before the Second World War when effective medication for the
disease had not been discovered. What impressed us was her optimism and
strong will. Most of the inmates in the decrepit ward where Saw Cheng
now lives are handicapped in some ways or in advanced age. They are
confined to wheelchairs or their own beds most of the time. Yet, they are
able to look after themselves independently. Watching Saw Cheng tending
her small garden of vegetables — using her hands to move her body around
which she claimed was more convenient without wearing the prosthetic leg
— really amazed us. We have never heard Saw Cheng complain about her
own disabilities or her dull life in the decrepit ward.

Soon, we befriended almost all the inmates in Saw Cheng’s ward.
Their what-are-these-young-strangers-doing-here look slowly turned into
warm smiles that greeted us every time we visited them. Our new elderly
friends seem to be happy to see us. Normally, we would spend time talking
and listening to them, helping them with very trivial tasks, such as making
phone calls, reading letters, teaching them how to use a television remote
control for which they were so grateful and thanked us repeatedly. We
always left thinking, “How simple it takes to make them happy.”
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On one particular visit, when we were about to drive away in our
car, Saw Cheng waved us back. One of our friends had dropped some
needles of her old sewing machine on the floor and needed our help to
find them, She was so grateful when we retrieved the needles for her, With
her deteriorating eyesight, it was impossible to see such a tiny needle.
Squatting down is impossible as she has only one leg. Getting new needles
is extremely troublesome as they are not abie to go anywhere far with their
conditions. What we take for granted everyday is a big thing for them.
Count our blessings, these few words now mean much more fo us and
we are learning to live by it. We have also come to appreciate the joy of
giving. One does not have to be wealthy to be able to give. A small gesture
is enough to make one’s day.

We are not the ogr;ﬂy ones who give. Qur friends, without realizing it,
have been giving us something special too. Often, after a pleasant weekend
visit, they made us feel like we have done something great, and appreciate
fife more - our health, our friends and families, our jobs, our freedom, our
dreams. The pressure from work that had builtup during the week and what
lied a week ahead suddenly did not seem to be a big deal. We are grateful
for being blessed with this friendship and a good lesson about kife.

During the course of our pursuit, we have received moral support and
assistance from families, friends and colleagues as well as the inmates
of the Leprosarium, While these had truly overwhelmed us, we feel that
we owe them all a good piece of work. Since this is our first attempt in
Wr'it:in'g a book, we cannot help being concerned whether the results would
be ﬁb'fo-"sfﬁﬁdgird[We'were committed to make the best of it. As we were
approaching the fiial stages and the book started to take shape, we felt
an ihdéscﬁbabl_é- j(')j_r" over the final product. Writing, like everything else,
would be'a:-"gédd' i)ie_bé”_o'f work if it comes from the heart.

December, 2004
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