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About the Singapore Bicentennial e-book series

Take a quick dive into the diff erent time periods in Singapore 
history, the stories and legacies of our diff erent communities. 
Discover lesser-known histories of people, places and events. 
Each nugget off ers a unique glimpse into the layered lives and 
histories of our people, going into topics as diverse as natural 
history, architecture and religious practices.

About the Singapore Bicentennial

Th e Singapore Bicentennial marks the 200th anniversary of the 
arrival of the British in Singapore, a turning point in our history. 
But our story starts way before that.

Travelling back in time to 700 years ago, the Singapore Bicentennial 
is an occasion for us to refl ect on our extensive and textured 
history: how we have evolved, from a place with a geographically 
strategic location, into Singaporeans with a unique DNA.

Th is commemoration features a huge cast of contributors, as 
well as the regional and global developments that have shaped 
our lives and identities.



The Hajj: From Singapore to Mecca

White cloth draped over their shoulders, pilgrims, hailing from 
all over the world, walked together, blending and erasing outward 
signs of class or status. In this sea of humanity, Muhammad 
Dzulqarnain Aripin was feeling fatigued. He felt like removing 
his ihram, the two sheets of plain, unstitched cloth he was 
wearing, when his friend reminded him that they were still far 
from completing their journey.

Dzulqarnain was undertaking the Hajj, a religious duty to be 
performed at least once by every Muslim who is physically and 
fi nancially able. Th en he saw something that renewed his resolve 
to complete his pilgrimage. 

“One guy, carrying his mother, walked faster than me.”

If this fellow pilgrim, who was tired but still holding his mother 
on his back, could continue on the Hajj, he could, too, thought 
Dzulqarnain, who was 21 years old then. It was 2009 and he 
was performing his fi rst Hajj, during his studies in the Islamic 
University of Medina, located a few hundred kilometres from 
Mecca, the location of the Hajj. A decade later, back in Singapore, 
raising a family and working as a freelance religious tutor, 
Dzulqarnain is still moved by that memorable encounter with 
a stranger. Th ese days, the ustaz guides those about to embark 
on the Hajj.
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 Image 1: Pilgrims surrounding the Ka’bah @ the Malay Heritage Centre.
 Photograph of artwork courtesy of Simon Vincent. 

 Image 2: Pilgrims surrounding the Ka’bah @ the Malay Heritage Centre. 
 Photograph of artwork courtesy of Simon Vincent.
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Th e Hajj is the fi ft h pillar of Islam, aft er shahada, salat, zakat 
and sawm, which respectively refer to faith, prayer, charity and 
fasting. Th e signifi cance of the Hajj is tied to the Ka’bah, a granite 
cuboid structure located at the centre of Masjid al Haram, the 
Great Mosque of Mecca. Th e sacred icon is believed to have been 
built by Prophet Ibrahim around 2000 BCE. When Muslims 
like Dzulqarnain pray, in accordance with the second pillar of 
Islam, they face the direction of the Ka’bah, wherever they may 
be in the world. Seeing the Ka’bah in person for the fi rst time 
is oft en an emotional experience for Muslims who have learnt 
about it since young.

A Transnational Endeavour

Th e Hajj journey can be said to begin before one even reaches 
Mecca, for a pilgrim would have to save and prepare for 
transportation and lodgings. Th e multifaceted and evolving 
experience of the Hajj can be traced not just across space, but 
time. In Southeast Asia, the Hajj has been mentioned in historical 
texts from Aceh, Indonesia, like Hikayat Raja Pasai and Hikayat 
Muhammad Hanafi yyah from the 14th century and Bustan al-
Salatin and Hikayat Banjar from the 17th century. 

It was only in the 19th century that a fi rst-hand account of the 
pilgrim’s journey from Singapore was published. Kisah Pelayaran 
Abdullah ke Mekah by Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir, or Munshi 
Abdullah, was a record of his journey in 1854 from Singapore 
to Jeddah, the port city in Saudi Arabia where pilgrims would 
alight before making their way to Mecca. Historical records show 
that Singapore was a hub where pilgrims gathered for the Hajj. 
In his paper “Hajj and the Malayan Experience”, Aiza Maslan 
notes that between 1870 and 1972, many pilgrim ships recorded 
Singapore as their departure point. 
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Th e pilgrimage has also found its way into fi ction, among the 
most famous stories being Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim, which 
was serialised in a British magazine towards the end of the 19th 
century and introduced the pilgrimage to Western audiences. 
Conrad’s tale about the abandonment of a passenger ship by 
its crew is widely believed to be based on an actual event and 
attests to the strong historical linkages of the Hajj to Singapore. 

 Image 3: First American Edition of Lord Jim @ the Malay Heritage Centre.
 Photograph of exhibit courtesy of Simon Vincent.
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In 1880, the SS Jedah, which was built for the Hajj pilgrimage 
by the wealthy merchant Syed Mohamed Alsagoff , sailed from 
Singapore, bound for Jeddah. Rough weather hit the passenger 
ship, though, before it could arrive at its location. Leaks breached 
the ship and the captain and some crew members, thinking it 
was only a matter of time before the ship sinked, launched and 
sailed away on lifeboats, abandoning pilgrims onboard. Th e ship 
did not sink as expected though. Aft er fl agging distress signals, 
those stuck on the ship were rescued by the Antenor, a French 
ship on its way from Shanghai to London.

While Lord Jim and the real-life story that mirrors its plot may 
seem dramatic, the Hajj was, in fact, oft en a daunting endeavour for 
pilgrims. It was recorded in a correspondence between Singapore 
and Bengal that 83 pilgrims died in 1849 while travelling from 
Jeddah to Singapore on a 290-tonne ship carrying 520 passengers.

Knowing that storms, pirates, malnutrition and disease could 
possibly derail their voyage on ships that were already overcrowded, 
some pilgrims would wear amulets and charms for protection.

Image 4: Examples of amulets @ the Malay Heritage Centre.
Photograph of exhibit courtesy of Simon Vincent.
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Image 5: Examples of amulets @ the Malay Heritage Centre. 
Photograph of exhibit courtesy of Simon Vincent.

Kampong Glam—Waypoint 
in Southeast Asia

Th e Hajj story is about personal devotion, and also about trade, 
social relations and culture. Singapore in the early 1900s was 
a port city where pilgrims from Philippines, Malaya (West 
Malaysia), Sabah, Sarawak and Indonesia would gather before 
boarding the kappal haji, or pilgrim ship. Th e Blue Funnel Line 
and the Anshun were among the notable Hajj transportation 
companies then. 

Th e number of pilgrims stopping over in Singapore each year 
would number in the thousands. For those about to embark on 
the pilgrimage, Kampong Glam was an important congregation 
point where they could access Hajj-related services such as 
boarding houses and travel agents. Th ey could also buy Hajj 
goods and accessories, like money belts, blankets, towels, prayer 
mats and religious wear.
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Image 6: Pilgrims on the Hajj on board a ship, 1951. 
Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

Image 7: Kampong Glam Hotel. 1920s. 
Photo: Alwee Alkaff  Collection. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.
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Image 8: Kampong Glam today. 
Courtesy of Simon Vincent.

Among the pilgrims in the area, there were those who brought 
goods from their native lands to trade and those who sought work 
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to save enough money for the Hajj journey. Th e Hajj brokerage 
industry, tending to the logistical demands of the pilgrimage, 
was a lucrative enterprise. From the late 19th century to the early 
20th century, merchant families like the Alsagoff s, the Alkaff s, 
the Aljunieds and the Namazies were key players, investing in 
ports and ships and providing supplies to travellers.

In Singapore: A Biography, Mark Ravinder Frost and Yu-Mei 
Balasingamchow make special mention of the Alsagoff s for their 
“open-mindedness”. In the mid-1970s, they note, Syed Mohamed 
bin Mohamed Alsagoff , who owned the aforementioned SS 
Jeddah, set up joint enterprises with local Chinese merchants 
and a European shipmaster. In 1896, the Alsagoff s also became 
founding members of a shipping syndicate involving British and 
Dutch shipping companies and the ruler of Mecca.

Because of the infl ux of people from the Malay Archipelago, 
Singapore became a place where people of various occupations, 
cultures and intellectual backgrounds discussed issues of the 
day, such as nationalism, colonialism and Islamic reformism. 
Th is exchange of ideas was refl ected in various magazines and 
periodicals, many of which were printed and sold in Kampong 
Glam, alongside books on Islamic rituals and practices. 
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Image 9: Photos of relatives sending off  pilgrims at Bussorah Street @ Malay 
Heritage Centre. 
Photograph of exhibit courtesy of Simon Vincent.

Among the ethnicities making their way here were the Baweanese 
from East Java. Th ey came to Singapore by steamships to fi nd 
work and save enough to embark on the Hajj. When they returned 
from their trip to Mecca, many Baweanese stayed in Singapore 
to work again to pay for their return journey to Pulau Bawean. 
Some could not save enough to make the Hajj journey at all and 
ended up settling in Singapore permanently. 

Another group of people who made their way to Singapore 
because of the Hajj were the Javanese. Due to travel restrictions 
imposed by the Dutch colonial government, it was diffi  cult for 
them to travel directly from the Dutch East Indies to Mecca. 
Instead, the majority of them came to Singapore and would stay 
for months and sometimes years, working and saving money, 
like the Baweanese, for the pilgrimage. 

Th e Javanese ended up making an indelible cultural mark on 
local Hajj history. Bussorah Street in Kampong Glam came to be 
known as Kampong Kaji, meaning pilgrim village. Th e Javanese, 
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who made the majority of those stopping over in Singapore, 
pronounced the word “haji” as “kaji”.

In Kampong Kaji, sheikh hajis, pious men known for their 
intricate knowledge of the Hajj, would solicit business, off ering 
travel arrangements and ritual guidance to those about to embark 
on the Hajj. Typically, pilgrims would be introduced to these 
sheikh hajis by relatives and friends who had used their services. 

Th e regulation of these brokers in Singapore and the wider Malay 
Archipelago fell under the purview of the political intelligence 
bureau, which had its headquarters in Singapore. It was established 
in 1922 and, between then and World War II, sheikh hajis had 
to obtain their licences from the director of the bureau. In the 
fi rst month of the Hajj season, they also had to provide reports 
on the pilgrims to him.

During peak periods, the streets of Kampong Glam would be so 
crowded that people could be found sleeping along kaki limas, 
or fi ve-foot ways, named such because these sheltered walkways 
were fi ve feet in length. Th e scenes here were not always pretty. 
A pilgrim, Ismail bin haji Abdullah Umar Eff endi, tells of what 
he saw in the 1920s:

“Th ere were great numbers of people at the time in Singapore 
who wanted to go to Makkah, more than ten thousand waiting 
for the ship to depart. Th erefore all the syeikh houses were 
crammed with people who wished to go to the holy land. Even the 
fi ve-footpaths were turned into places to sleep at night, as were 
the roads in front of houses. When there were no more people 
passing by, around ten at night, mats were spread in the middle 
of roads and small lanes like ‘Arabstreet’. It is here that people 
slept. If I walked to ‘Arabstreet’ or’ ‘Brasbassahstreet’, I could see 
them all, dirty and emaciated, with hardly a single clean face. 
Starvation was plainly written on their faces.” (Ismail, 1924)
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Part of the reason for overcrowding was the need for pilgrims 
to present their tickets in person to secure Hajj passes from the 
sheikh hajis. Th e historian C.M. Turnbull writes that the lack of a 
sewage system and supply of clean water worsened the conditions 
of pilgrims, exposing them to infectious diseases like cholera.

Heritage to See, Feel—and Wear

When the time fi nally neared for pilgrims to board the kappal 
hajis, usually ten days aft er their arrival, prayers would be held 
at Masjid Sultan, as part of a huge send-off  ceremony.
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Image 10: Masjid Sultan today. 
Courtesy of Simon Vincent.
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Th e mosque, which was built in 1824, is still a defi ning feature of 
the area. Aft er wear and tear, it was rebuilt in 1924 and has since 
also been renovated. Today, its golden domes are an unmistakable 
sight in Kampong Glam, which has become a heritage district. 
When you hear the azan, the call to prayer, with the weight of 
history in mind, it is hard not to imagine the many pilgrims 
who had trodden these walkways, preparing for the ultimate 
spiritual endeavour. 

Among the pilgrims who made their name here was the 
businessman Haji Yusoff  bin Haji Mohammed Noor, who lived 
from 1855 to 1950 and could oft en be seen in the Kampong Glam 
area sporting a fez, an Egyptian-style hat with a tassel. He came 
to be known as “Haji Yusoff  Tali Pinggang” because of his trade 
in Hajj belts. A tali pinggang was a belt with a money pouch and 
was worn by men over their sarongs or pants. Describing the 
novelty of this belt, his great granddaughter and author Hidayah 
Amin writes:

“When Haji Yusoff  was in Mecca, he must have observed the 
belts that fellow pilgrims were wearing and upon his return, he 
decided to specialise in the tali pinggang business. However, he 
modifi ed the designs he had seen to produce his own distinctive 
brand of tali pinggang. Although there were other belt sellers in 
Kampong Glam, none could rival those of Haji Yusoff ’s, whose 
tali pinggang trademark comprised a belt buckle fl anked by two 
fl ags and a star shining on top of the buckle.” 

Besides these belts, his shop at 717 North Bridge Road also off ered 
songkoks, the traditional velvet caps worn by Malay men. Haji 
Yusoff ’s off erings were in high demand during the Hajj season. 
In 1948, the enterprising businessman suff ered a stroke, though, 
and became bedridden. His business ultimately shut down and 
two years later he died in Gedung Kuning, a Malay palace that 
he bought in 1912. Th e “Yellow Mansion” as it was known in 
English, together with the adjacent palace Istana Kampong 
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Glam, was restored as part of the Malay Heritage Centre in 2004. 
Gedung Kuning is now the home of Mamanda, a restaurant that 
serves Malay cuisine.

Nearby, there is another food outlet whose history is tied to 
a notable pilgrim—Hajah Maimunah Restaurant. Th e nasi 
padang store is named aft er Singapore’s fi rst female sheikh haji. 
Hajah Maimunah got her license in the early 1970s and started 
a company called Madina Pilgrim Services at Paya Lebar. She 
was also an entrepreneur and ran a food business catering to 
Hajj pilgrims. Her daughter Mahiran Abdul Rahman named 
the restaurant aft er her in honour of her legacy. 

Surveying the history of the Hajj in Singapore, you will fi nd both 
continuities and divergences in cultural practices. While Haji 
Yusoff ’s shop has closed, you can still fi nd shops selling belts 
with designs similar to his tali pinggang’s, like V.S.S. Varusai 
Mohamed & Sons. Kampong Glam is not anymore the waypoint 
for pilgrims it once was, and has become a tourist haunt. You will 
fi nd trendy cafes and bakeries, nestled together with souvenir 
and perfume shops, along walkways overlooked by palm trees. 

With the proliferation of air travel, ships and sheik hajis have 
vanished from the Hajj experience. Today, if you were to make 
plans for the Hajj, you would be dealing with Hajj travel agents 
who plan itineraries extending from preparatory prayer sessions 
to accommodations in Saudi Arabia. 

One constant from the past to the present is the sense of solemnity 
and community imbued with the Hajj. Th e following is a general 
chronology of the procession. As with any religious practice, 
though, there are variations in ritual emphases by diff erent 
schools of thought. 
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Stages of the Hajj

Upon landing in Saudi Arabia, pilgrims travel to the miqat, the 
areas marking the vicinity of Mecca. It is here that they enter 
a state of purity and equality before Allah (God)—the state of 
ihram. Th is is marked not just by the garments of the same 
name, for men being the two white pieces of cloth and for women 
loose-fi tting clothing. Pilgrims have to state their intentions of 
performing the Hajj.

Image 11: Haji Sulaiman and other pilgrims on board in ihram dress. 1968. 
Sulaiman Bin Haji Siraj Collection.
Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

Th is ritual can be described as an internal covenant they make 
with Allah, during which they recite the talbiyah, a prayer 
invoked as part of their conviction and repeated at intervals later. 
Aft er purifying themselves, pilgrims enter Masjid al Haram, the 
Great Mosque of Mecca. Here they must perform seven tawaf, 
or circumambulations, around the holy Ka’bah. 

 21



Th is means walking around the black stone seven times in 
a counterclockwise direction and in supplication to Allah. 
Dzulqarnain, who has been to Mecca on various occasions while he 
was studying in Saudi Arabia, says the circumambulation, which 
would take “only 20 or 30 minutes” during non-peak periods, 
could take “two hours” during the Hajj, because of the crowd. 

Many Muslims hope to touch and kiss the Ka’bah, emulating 
the kiss Prophet Muhammad is believed to have laid on it. 
Dzulqarnain was not able to because of the crowd, but points out 
that the tawaf, “in the end”, is an internal covenant “between you 
and God”. While you walk, you can choose to recite verses from 
books or say your own prayers. “Key thing is: state of ihram.”

In the grounds of the Great Mosque are two hills, Safa and Marwa. 
Pilgrims walk between the two, as part of the next ritual of the 
Hajj—the sa’i. According to scriptures, Prophet Ibrahim left  his 
second wife Hagar and their son Ismail in the valley separating 
the hills. When Hagar had no water, she ran between the two 
seven times in search of water, until a spring gushed from where 
the archangel Gabriel had struck. Th is spring is now known as 
the Zamzam well.

Aft er fi nishing the tawaf and the sa’i, Muslims head off , on foot, 
buses or cars, for Mina, a city where you will fi nd rows and rows 
of white tents, replete with air-conditioning systems. Most of 
the time spent in Mina is in prayer and remembrance of Allah. 

In the morning, the next day, pilgrims leave Mina for the plain of 
Arafat. Here, from noon to evening, pilgrims devote themselves 
to prayer at Jabal al-Rahmah, known as the Mount of Mercy. Th is 
place is believed to be the location where Prophet Mohammed 
delivered his fi nal sermon.

Once they have completed their time at Arafat, pilgrims leave for 
the plain of Muzdalifah, where they spend the night. Traditionally, 
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pilgrims collect stones from here for the next ritual. Some also 
collect them en route from Arafat. 

Th en the pilgrims return to Mina and proceed to the jamarat 
(singular: jamrah), three pillars at which they throw stones, 
typically at the largest one. Th is is a symbolic reenactment of 
Prophet Ibrahim’s rejection of the Devil who had tempted him 
to disobey Allah by not sacrifi cing his son Ismail as requested. 
Th e act of stoning is also symbolic of pilgrims’ bid to cleanse 
the evil in their hearts.

Pilgrims then return to Mecca for another tawaf, circling the 
Ka’bah seven times again. Th ey walk between the Safa and Marwa 
hills again. Th e pilgrims then return to Mina and can use the 
subsequent days to throw stones at all three pillars. Th ey then 
return to Mecca one last time and repeat the circumambulations.

It is at this point that men and women gain the honorifi c titles, 
“Haji” and “Hajiyah”, signifying their completion of the Hajj. 

What does it feel like to complete the pilgrimage?

Of Longing and Unity

“First, I felt satisfaction,” says Dzulqarnain, his face evincing a 
sense of awe. He notes, though, that, during his fi rst Hajj, he did 
not expect how tired he would be, and stresses the importance 
of being not just mentally fi t, but physically fi t. 

Th ough he has gone for the Hajj three times, in 2009, 2010 and 
2012, Dzulqarnain is looking to go again, this time with his wife, 
newborn and parents. His sister, he laments, passed away before 
she could make her way to Mecca. 

In allocating places for Singaporean pilgrims, based on the quota 
set by Saudi Arabia, the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore 
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or MUIS gives preference to older people. Families can choose 
to bid to go for the Hajj together. Th is hope to experience the 
pilgrimage with one’s loved ones is a sentiment shared by many 
Muslims. 

One of whom is Muhamed Leoaidil, who works in arts 
programming. Th us far, he has not been selected to go for the 
Hajj, but that has not stopped him from going to Mecca on a 
number of occasions. In the holy land, he performs Umrah, a 
shortened version of the Hajj that can be undertaken any time 
of the year by anyone.

He was fi rst prompted to go to Mecca, aft er he told his grandmother 
that he was going on a holiday. She asked him why he was spending 
“a lot of money” on a holiday, when he could go for the Umrah.

While it might not have the scale or sense of pageantry of the 
Hajj, the Umrah is still a solemn and moving experience for 
Muslims. When Leoaidil eventually went for the Umrah in 
2016, he felt a “sense of togetherness” with Muslims. He was very 
emotional, he says, when he saw that utmost symbol of Muslim 
unity—the Ka’bah. 

He has gone for several Umrah trips, but, like other Muslims 
around the world, is waiting to see if he makes the quota for the 
next Hajj season, when Mecca, once again, embodies the hopes, 
struggles and rituals behind the fi ft h pillar of Islam. 

“I hope I go there pretty soon.”
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About the illustrator

Damien’s work is best described as dreamlike, in the same sense 
that when we are dreaming, we believe in the absurdity of our 
sub-conscious.

In the very same way, Damien shares the importance of process 
and the idea of unravelling abstraction:

“To me, an idea does not come to through proper planning but 
rather from a chaotic tangent. I have always found it easier to 
work with a messy canvas fi lled with random lines or splashes 
of colours before forming the narrative. Th e process is best 
described as ‘pareidolia’, a tendency to spot patterns and forms 
through inanimate objects like spotting animals in the clouds 
or a face embedded in a rock. My approach to creating a work 
stems entirely from a subconscious place and thus I place a lot 
of emphasis in the process more so than the actual meaning of 
the piece.”
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