
<:[ Keramat Iskandar Syah ]:>
Article by: Kool Krack®
	       For all those romantic-quiet-spot seeking couples out there, I'm sure you've heard or been to the Fort Canning Hill before. Nice place isn't it? But do you know that along the northern part of Fort Canning Hill, there lies a tomb of Iskandar Syah, an early, important person in Singapore?

       Commonly known as Keramat Iskandar Syah, it is actually a shrine built over a grave, and it used to be the focal point of worship for everyone, regardless of religion. It is believed that the shrine gives out magical powers, heals and blesses devotees. Devotees in return asked for protection, wealth and good health.

       John Crawfurd, Resident of Singapore, said in February 1822: "a rude structure has been raised, since the formation of the new settlement, to which Mohammedans, Hindus and Chinese, equally pay homage to…"
Keramat
       'Keramat' is a Malay word that originated from the Arabic 'karamah' which means Holy.

       Islam strictly forbids keramat-worship as it is against the basic teachings of the religion. But people could sometimes be seen offering prayers at the tomb, which is sheltered by an attap-like structure.

The Expedition
       It was late in the afternoon when SFOGS.com camera crew arrived at Fort Canning Hill.

       We saw a freshly wedded couple taking photographs by the stairs. A handful of Japanese tourists were busily snapping pictures, looking very red and tired. It took us another ten minutes or so to reach Keramat Iskandar Syah.
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Pathway to Keramat Iskandar Syah.
Some of the trees could have been more than 10 years old. 
       Sandwiched by beautiful greens, the area was peaceful, clean and serene. The attap-like structure sheltering the shrine looks new and well kept. Pigeons were everywhere. They didn't seem to mind us.
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KERAMAT ISKANDAR SYAH
"Since 1822 this terrace has been popularly regarded as a keramat, an auspicious place to visit, where some people believe they can ask for specific favours. Keramat are often tombs. In 1822 it was claimed that this site is the burial place of Raja Iskandar Syah. Malay traditions state that the first Malay king and his chief ministers were also buried on Fort Canning Hill.

Iskandar Syah was the last of give kings who ruled Singapore during her golden age in the 14th century. Singapore was attacked by an enemy but Iskandar Syah escaped and founded another kingdom, Melaka (now Malacca). Chinese records report that Iskandar Syah died around 1420, but do not tell us where he was buried.

When the British occupied Singapore in 1819, the forest covering the hill was soon cleared, whereupon many ruins of brick buildings were discovered (see panel 18 - the Ruins of Ancient Singapore). One of the largest ruins stood on this terrace. The original structure has vanished but an archaeologists have discovered pottery and many other 14th century artifacts a few meters north of this terrace." 
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A man was seen sitting by the tomb, chanting prayers. 
Note the pigeons 'loitering' around. 
       According to my grandmother, there used to be a beautiful, single and available, young lady living next door to her. She was the kampung's central attention. Men came to propose her hand in marriage but she was too young then and she had to reject them. One day, she fall terribly sick. Her tummy swelled and started to bloat badly, but strangely, the village doctor confirmed that she wasn't pregnant. Her mysterious sickness was soon associated to revenge.

       Her family tried everything possible to cure her but to no avail. Finally, the decided to pay Keramat Iskandar Syah a visit. Miraculously, she was cured soon after. But being true Muslims, they knew that it was God who cured their daughter, not the dead Iskandar Syah.
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Fresh flowers were seen on the tomb. 
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THE KINGS OF
14TH-CENTURY SINGAPORE

History shows that a Malay kingdom once existed in Singapore. According to the Malay Annals, ancient Singapore had five kings. 

1. (1299-1347?) Sri Tri Buana. After reigning for 48 years, Sri Tri Buana died and was buried on this hill.
 
2. (1348-1362?) Paduka Sri Pikrama Wira. He refused to pay homage to Java, which attacked Singapore but failed to conquer it.
 
3. (1363-1374?) Sri Rana Wikerma. During his reign Java claimed Temasek (now Singapore) as a vassal. The famous story of Badang, the Strongman, (see panel 13 - the Strongman of 14th Century Singapore) is set during his reign.
 
4. (1375-1386?) Paduka Sri Maharaja. During his reign Singapore was attacked by today (Malay for garfish). Singapore may have been a vassal of Siam (Ayudhya) during his reign.
 
5. (1387?-1397) Sri Sultan Iskandar Syah. According to the Malay Annals, he was Paduka Sri Maharaja's son; but other sources call him a usurper from Sumatra. He was driven out of Singapore by an attack; some sources say from Java, others say from Siam. He also appears in Chinese and other sources under the name Parameswara (Supreme Lord). After fleeing from Singapore, he founded Malacca and died in 1413."

Iskandar Syah
       Iskandar Syah, also known as Parameswara, was a prince of Palembang in the 14th Centruy. According to the Chinese and Portuguese annals, he didn't accept the Javanese as his overlord and was driven out of Sumatra. Together with his loyal countrymen, they escaped to Singapore, which was then known as Temasek.

       The Ruler of Temasek, Tamagi, welcomed them warmly but despite that, he was later murdered by Parameswara. Parameswara became the next ruler of Temasek and governed for five years. But Tamagi's Siamese supremacy had heard of Tamagi's death and sent a mighty army to avenge him. Parameswara fled to Melaka.

       Parameswara founded a prosperous empire. He converted to Islam, changed his name to Iskandar Syah and married a Muslim princess. But he was thought to have died in Melaka and buried there…

       Who then is lying in the keramat at Fort Canning Hill?
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Older, undated picture of Keramat Iskandar Syah.
( Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore )
Historical Controversy
       I'm sure everyone knows about Sang Nila Utama. You don't? Well it's time that you learn about it. Read on.

       Sang Nila Utama, also known as Sri Tri Buana, was the Ruler of Palembang. He was sailing with his fellow loyalties when they were caught in a wicked storm. A royal advisor suggested for Sang Nila Utama to throw his crown into the violent seas, which he did. The waters calmed down immediately.

       They landed safely on Temasek (now Singapore) where they met with the majestic animal, allegedly to have been a lion. Fascinated, Sang Nila Utama renamed Temasek as Singapura, or lion city. According to the Malay annals, Sang Nila Utama or Sri Tri Buana died and was buried in Singapore.
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( Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore )
Conclusion
       The debate as to whether it is Iskandar Syah or Sri Tri Buana remains a controversy. May future excavation and research reveal the true identity of the keramat's occupant. Or, are they all actually the same person?

"Maybe now, they will believe." 




. 


[image: image8.png]



[image: image9.png]



