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Introduction

You	can	do	it	close	to	home,	not	always	a	thousand	miles	away.	The	turn	of	a
street,	a	new	corner,	a	new	perspective.	New	faces,	a	new	conversation,	new	ideas
exchanged,	a	new	way	of	seeing,	hearing,	smelling.	You	can	travel	through	time,
feeling	the	weight	of	histories,	peeling	layers	one	at	a	time	—	a	new	cloud,	a	new
sky,	a	new	mind.	Curiosity,	in	all	and	everything.

The	old	town	of	Tanjung	Pinang	—	not	the	new	harbourfront,	which	feels
synthetic,	built	and	conceived	by	people	behind	desks	and	budgets	and	weird
ideas.	Take	a	few	symbols	and	turn	them	into	a	parody,	a	Disneyfication	of	a	city.
But	right	next	door,	less	than	a	mile	away,	is	a	place	so	thick	with	history	that	you
can’t	displace	it.	You	can	build	a	little	within	it,	but	you	cannot	replace	it.	There,	in
the	market,	among	the	fishing	docks	and	the	prepare	shops,	history	prevails.

The	Chinese	temples	are	old	and	maintained,	and	they	put	me	in	a	state	of	awe.
They	command	respect,	and	almost	a	devotion,	to	the	ideas	embedded	in	the
sights.	The	smoke	of	incense	whirls	and	embalms	the	deities	and	their	offerings.
Most	houses	show	signs	of	the	yin	and	the	yang.	I	sat	to	drink	a	perfectly	crafted
coffee,	talking	to	an	eighty-five-year-old	man,	born	there,	in	those	same	buildings.

—	M.L.,	Tanjung	Pinang



P A R T 	 O N E

The	Market
Dried	squid,	tide-worn	jetties,	and	a	harbour	that	has
not	yet	been	asked	to	perform	for	anyone.	Bintan	has
sat	on	a	sea	lane	between	India	and	China	since	long
before	any	of	these	buildings	stood,	and	the	market

still	runs	on	the	same	tide	it	always	has.

















P A R T 	 T W O

The	Working	Harbour
Before	the	temples,	there	was	the	sea	route;	before	the
sea	route,	there	was	the	trade	wind.	What	still	moves
on	this	water	—	boats	built	by	hand,	nets	thrown	by
hand,	an	old	hull	left	to	rot	when	it	can	no	longer	be

caulked	—	is	the	oldest	continuous	business	in	Tanjung
Pinang.



Two	Towns,	One	Strait

Stand	on	the	old	jetty	at	dusk	and	the	far	shore	is	close	enough	to	seem	like	an
afterthought	—	a	low	green	line,	a	scatter	of	roofs,	twenty	minutes	by	boat.	That
narrow	water	is	not	empty	space.	It	is	a	border	that	has	held	for	nearly	three
hundred	years,	and	it	runs,	roughly,	along	a	line	of	dialect	rather	than	distance:
Tanjung	Pinang	town	to	the	Hokkien,	and	Senggarang,	the	settlement	facing	it
across	the	strait,	to	the	Teochew.

Both	communities	trace	themselves	to	the	same	wave	of	arrivals:	labourers
brought	over	from	Fujian	and	Guangdong	through	the	1740s	onward,	not	as	free
settlers	but	as	recruits	of	the	Riau-Lingga	Sultanate's	kongsi	—	sworn
brotherhoods	that	were,	at	once,	labour	contractor,	burial	society,	credit	union,
and	local	government,	built	to	run	the	gambier	and	pepper	plantations	the
Sultanate	had	granted	them	the	right	to	clear.	A	kongsi	did	not	ask	where	in	China
a	man	was	from	before	it	put	a	parang	in	his	hand;	it	asked	what	dialect	he	spoke,
because	that	was	what	decided	which	brotherhood	would	take	him	in,	which
temple	he	would	owe	incense	to,	and,	eventually,	which	side	of	this	strait	he	would
settle.

Hokkien	speakers	clustered	where	the	deep	anchorage	was	—	this	town,	its
shophouses,	its	harbour,	the	very	temples	photographed	in	these	pages.	Teochew
speakers	took	the	opposite	bank,	building	a	temple	cluster	of	their	own	at
Senggarang	that	is,	in	its	own	way,	as	old	and	as	layered	as	this	one.	The	two
groups	shared	a	Sultanate,	a	crop,	and	eventually	a	nation,	but	for	generations
they	kept	separate	clan	associations,	separate	dialects	at	the	market,	separate
gods	addressed	in	separate	accents	—	two	Chinese	Bintans,	facing	each	other	over
water	neither	needed	a	passport	to	cross	and	neither,	for	the	most	part,	bothered
to.

No	kongsi	headman's	name	survives	on	any	plaque	in	this	town,	but	it	is	worth
inventing	one,	briefly,	to	make	the	arrangement	less	abstract:	call	him	Tan	Ah
Kim,	a	Hokkien	recruiter	who	arrived	with	nothing	but	a	dialect	and	a	letter	of
introduction,	and	within	a	decade	was	the	man	plantation	owners	argued	with	and
labourers	owed	money	to	—	equal	parts	foreman,	moneylender,	and	priest,	since	it
was	very	often	the	kongsi	headman	who	paid	for	the	first	modest	shrine	his
workers	could	burn	incense	at.	Across	the	strait,	his	Teochew	counterpart	—	call
her	nothing,	since	the	record	is	even	thinner	on	women's	names	than	men's,
though	gambier-curing	sheds	ran	on	female	labour	as	much	as	male	—	answered
to	a	different	brotherhood,	prayed	at	a	different	altar,	and	very	likely	never	had
reason	to	learn	his	name	at	all.

Their	descendants	have	long	since	stopped	needing	the	distinction.	Hokkien	and
Teochew	families	here	intermarry,	trade,	and	turn	up	at	each	other's	temple
anniversaries;	the	tang-ki	mediumship	photographed	later	in	this	book	is,	by	most
accounts,	a	shared	inheritance	of	both	traditions	rather	than	either	one's	alone.
But	the	strait	is	still	there,	the	two	temple	clusters	still	stand	on	their	separate
banks,	and	every	so	often	—	a	lunar	new	year,	a	god's	birthday,	a	funeral	that	calls
for	a	particular	brotherhood's	rites	—	someone	still	makes	the	short	crossing	their
great-great-grandfather	made	for	entirely	different	reasons.









































P A R T 	 T H R E E

The	Threshold
A	small	neighbourhood	shrine,	formally	named	Zhong
Yue	Dian,	dedicated	in	2009	but	carrying	on	a	much

older	practice.







































P A R T 	 F O U R

The	Great	Hall
Deeper	into	the	same	complex,	a	taller,	older-feeling
room:	weapons,	an	immortal's	portrait,	and	a	ledger	of

who	gave.















P A R T 	 F I V E

Cetiya	Sasana	Kerti
A	separate	temple	nearby,	its	name	built	from	Pali	and
Sanskrit	roots	—	the	foundation	of	the	shrine	that
upholds	the	teaching.	Its	inner	sanctum	holds	the

closest	thing	this	book	has	to	a	spine:	a	sea	goddess,	a
short	walk	from	the	water	she	is	meant	to	be	watching.



















P A R T 	 S I X

The	Festival
Photographs	the	temple	keeps	of	itself:	the	one	day	a
year	when	a	god	is	understood	to	be	standing,	visibly,

in	someone's	body.

















A	Note,	Not	an	Ending

These	pages	follow	one	afternoon's	walk:	from	the	old	harbour	market,	where
dried	squid	dries	on	cardboard	and	an	old	fisherman	still	waves	both	hands	in
greeting,	out	along	the	jetties	where	boats	are	bailed,	poled,	netted,	tied	to	one
another,	and	eventually	left	to	rot	when	the	water	finally	wins	—	and	then	into	two
temples	a	few	streets	on,	where	a	whole	civil	service	of	gods	keeps	office	behind
curtains	of	incense	smoke.

The	two	halves	are	not	really	separate	stories.	Every	deity	in	these	temples	arrived
here	the	same	way	the	fishermen's	own	ancestors	did	—	by	water,	across	the	same
strait	that	still	carries	the	trawlers	and	sampans	photographed	a	few	pages	back,
and	the	same	strait,	a	little	further	along,	that	still	separates	the	Hokkien	of	this
town	from	the	Teochew	of	Senggarang.	If	this	book	has	a	single	through	line,	it	is
the	sea	itself	—	not	as	backdrop,	but	as	the	thing	the	market	sells,	the	boats	cross,
the	kongsi	once	organised,	the	temples	were	built	facing,	and	the	Empress	of
Heaven,	under	whatever	name	a	given	coast	has	given	her,	has	never	stopped
watching.

Some	of	the	names	here	are	certain	—	painted	on	a	red	plaque,	or	spelled	out
under	a	statue's	feet.	A	few	are	best	guesses	from	posture,	colour,	and	crown,
offered	honestly	as	guesses.	Either	way,	none	of	it	is	background.	The	tiger	under
the	table,	the	child-god	with	three	heads	and	six	arms,	the	drunken	monk	with	the
wine	gourd,	the	woman	on	the	lotus	platform	with	a	sword	raised	into	the	rain	—
they	are	still	fed,	still	consulted,	still	worth	an	eighty-five-year-old	man's	Tuesday
afternoon.

Whatever	story	grows	out	of	this	walk,	it	already	has	its	bones:	a	tiger	fed
differently	from	the	gods	above	him,	a	border	a	possessed	body	is	asked	to	cross,
two	towns	facing	each	other	across	one	narrow	strait	for	three	hundred	years
running,	a	boat	graveyard	down	the	channel	from	boats	still	bailed	out	every
morning,	and	a	newspaper	clipping	that	put	a	sacred	fire	and	a	dragon-boat	race
on	the	same	prize-winners'	page	without	comment.	The	rest	is	a	matter	of	which
corner	to	turn	next.


