
7

History of tHe CHurCH of st JosePH

Know
theStory

The rich history of the parish from the beginning is in fact the story 

of the community of St. Joseph.  The community today certainly draws its 

strength from the community of yester years.  The present day community 

cannot be authentic if it had no history and tradition from which it has come 

to be.  Therefore, to know the story is to know the community...  

Jalan Sentul, Kuala Lumpur
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The rich history of the parish from the beginning is in fact the story 

of the community of St. Joseph.  The community today certainly draws its 

strength from the community of yester years.  The present day community 

cannot be authentic if it had no history and tradition from which it has come 

to be.  Therefore, to know the story is to know the community...  

this is the story of the parish presented within the wider story of the world and then 

malaya, in the context of the historical past.  a sociological, political, religious and ethnic 

development gives a holistic picture of the parish and the community.  it is imperative 

at this juncture that we should stop and take into account our historical roots that 

greatly helped us to be a Church in Sentul now.  our fathers with the help of the 

Church have left us this history for us to remember, rejoice and live our faith. 

as god through prophet isaiah (peace be to him) proclaims, (extracts taken from 46: 

8-11)  “Remember this and be dismayed, stir your memories again, remember things long past.  

I am God unrivalled; I call my man of destiny from a far country.  No sooner it is said than done, no sooner  

plan than performed”. Know the story! 

1874Setting the stage… 
the british government made Klang the 

administrative Capital of the State of Selangor 
in 1874. port Klang was the gateway to malaya, 
and the economic growth in Klang district 
was booming.  during this time the Chinese 
who came to malaya worked in the tin mines 
and the economy was flourishing in Kuala 
lumpur.  the Klang and gombak rivers 
were the main source of alluvial tin; this 
boosted the mining business to flourish.  
the confluence of these two rivers made 
mud bars and thus Kuala Lumpur was 
named after these physical features.  
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L-R: Fr. Loius Duvelle, MEP;  
Bishop Emile Barillon, MEP.

1883 1885

1900

St. john’s Church being the only church 
became the mother Church for all Catholics 
residing in the State of Selangor then.

the Selangor annual report for 1884 
prepared by the british residence office recorded 
the building of the first roman Catholic Church 
in Kuala lumpur by fr. hector Charles letessier.

on 25th july 1885 the Sultan of Selangor 
his highness Sultan abdul Samad ibni almarhum 
raja abdullah gave a parcel of land as gift to 
the roman Catholic Community, of Selangor.   
rt. rev. dr. edward gasnier bishop of eucarpia 
and fr. hector Charles letessier were named as 
grantees on the original land document. 

a token sum of $1.00 was paid for a four-
acre parcel of land on bukit nenas.  the original 
grant carried the seal of the Sultan affixed in the 
presence of the acting residence of Selangor.   
j. r. rodger together with the latter’s signature.  
rt. rev. dr. edward gasnier and fr. hector  
Charles letessier signed on behave of the 
Church.

the foundation stone for a new church of 
St. john the evangelist was laid by bishop edward 
gasnier in 1886. in 1890 fr. hector letessier 
retired due to ill health and fr. victor renard, who 
had learnt tamil from bishop edward gasnier, was 
appointed as parish priest of St. john’s Church in 
the same year.  fr. hector letessier continued his 
work as resident priest helping fr. victor renard 
in his pastoral work.

Kuala lumpur by that time had become a 
thriving commercial centre, so a directive   dated 
may 1880, from Singapore, which decreed that 
the administrative Capital of the State of Selangor 
was shifted to Kuala lumpur.

thus, the political change saw an influx of 
english speaking Catholics in Kuala lumpur.  the 
Catholics then had no place have worship.  in 1883 
bishop edward gasnier, bishop of the vicariate 
of malaya, sent fr. hector letessier, a linguist to 
Kuala lumpur to set up the Catholic mission. 

through the efforts of fr. hector Charles 
litessier, four prominent residents of the State of 
Selangor, namely bourke, C.h. Klyne, john h. 
Klyne (Klyne Street named after him) and hugh 
norman ferres applied to the british resident of 
the State of Selangor, for an acre of land along the 
old damansara road, to build a Chapel for the 
community in Selangor.  this being a prime area 
then, a piece of land was leased to the Church on 
bukit nenas.

with the fast growing number of Catholics 
in Kuala lumpur, the church felt the need for a 
place of worship.  then through the influence of 
rt. rev. dr. edward gasnier bishop of eucarpia 
and fr. hector Charles letessier, the first Christian 
between the migrant Chinese, mr. goh ah ngee a 
very profitable tin miner, planter and a well known 
charitable Catholic person, volunteered to build 
the very first St. john the evangelist Church at 
bukit nenas.  the church construction consisted 
of a simple well-ventilated long wooden hall. L-R: Bishop Edward Gasnier, MEP;  

Bishop Rene Fee, MEP.
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1901

1908

1906

on the demise of bishop edward gasnier on 
08 april 1896 rt. rev. rene fee was appointed 
bishop of malacca-Singapore. 

in the course of time, with the help of the Catholic-
Community of Kuala lumpur a permanent 
building was erected. rt. rev. rene fee bishop of 
malacca-Singapore blessed the new Church 22nd 
july 1900. being the only Church it continued 
to be the mother Church for all Catholics who 
resided in the State of Selangor. this building still 
stands to date between the Cathedral and St. john’s 
institution. 

The humble 
beginning…  

in 1901 after 18 years of hard-work fr. 
hector letessier retired to rest in penang.  in the 
same year, fr. louis duvelle, was appointed as an 
assistant parish priest of St. john’s Church.  he 
extended his pastoral work to the tamil Catholics 
in the railway township of Sentul and the rubber 
estates surrounding Kuala lumpur and to the tamil 
Catholics living in and around Klang town.  

as Kuala lumpur developed, a great number 
of english-speaking Catholics settled in the 
growing town of Kuala lumpur, thus it gradually 
became difficult for St. john’s Church to focus 
on the spiritual needs of the faithful.  it was at 
this time in 1902, it was decided that St. john’s 
Church focused mainly on the english-speaking 
Catholics.  then two other churches proposed 
to be built in Central Kuala lumpur to cater for 
the pastoral needs of the Chinese-speaking and 
the tamil-speaking Catholics.  in 1903, the holy 
rosary Church was built in brickfields, near the 
Central railway Station, to cater for the pastoral 
care of the Chinese-speaking Catholics in Kuala 
lumpur, ampang and other surrounding areas in 
the State of Selangor.  Subsequently, a Church was 
built to cater for the tamil-speaking Catholics. 

the history of St. joseph Church in Sentul 
is made up of events that shaped its growth as a 
Church.  the primary event that shaped Sentul 
was the construction of the Central railway 

workshop in 1903, by the federated malay 
States (fmS) railways.  the british government 
approved the Central railway workshop to be 
built in Sentul because of its strategic location in 
the malay peninsular.  it is about 3 miles from 
the Central railway Station, Kuala lumpur.  the 
Sentul railway workshop was to repair, maintain 
locomotives and build carriages. 

around this time other economic activities 
started to emerge in Sentul, parcels of land were 
opened up for the purpose of agriculture.  rubber 
and coconut estates, stretching from present day 
Union flats area to Sentul pasar dalam were a 
common sight in 1903. tin mining activity was 
also in progress in the area presently known as 
bandar baru Sentul and extending towards batu 
Caves.

these hive of activities drew in many people 
into Sentul and among them were a number 
of Catholics who were employees of the fmS 
railways.  they stayed at the artisan Quarters in 
the railway township area, situated along jalan 
ipoh in Sentul where the Sekolah Kebangsaan 
Utama now stands.

it is reported that for Sunday worship the 
Catholics from this railway community walked all 
the way to St john’s Church in bukit nenas.  

 fr. victor renard through his wisdom and far 
sightedness acquired a parcel of land for a Chapel 
and School in Sentul pasar.   in 1906, a small 
Chapel with a 3ft semi-wooden-brick wall with 
Chinese roof tiles was built.  in july of the same 
year, the Chapel was blessed and dedicated to St. 
anne as indians generally had deeper devotion to 
St. anne.  due to the unavailability of missionaries 
eucharistic celebration was held whenever a priest 
was available.  it is reported that celebration of 
other Sacraments were held in St. john’s Church.  

L-R: Fr. Victor Renard, MEP;  
Fr. La Mahec, MEP.
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alphonse-emile barillon on 2nd february 1913.  
fr louis duvelle blessed the new church on 12th 
September 1913.  this privilege accorded to him 
in appreciation of his contribution to the indian 
Catholic Community of Selangor. 

the Chapel of St. joseph in Sentul was 
devastated by fire in 1912; and was restored in the 
same year.  this time the construction consisted 
of a chapel and a presbytery to lodge visiting 
priests, together with this a mission tamil School 
built adjacent to the chapel met the needs of 
the children of the railway workers.  the word 
devastated would conjure shock and grief in the 
mind of the reader but the cause of fire is not 
reported and yet it is from the ash of devastation 
grew the roses of success in the years to come.     

the pastoral care of the indian Catholics 
in Sentul and that of the entire indian catholic 
population in northern Selangor including 
those in tanjong malim (perak) and in Kuantan 
(pahang) came fully under the purview of the 
tamil parish of St anthony’s as visualized by fr. 
victor renard in 1902.  although there were five 
other priests assisting, fr francois le mahec, the 
eucharistic celebrations in the out-lying areas like 
Sentul were scarce.  this was due to the vast area 
covered by the new parish.  therefore, the faithful 
made their way to St. anthony’s Church for their 
Sunday worship and all other sacraments were 
celebrated there.

during this time, the Catholic population in 
Sentul increased due to the progress made by the 
(f m S) railway Central workshop.  fr. francois 
le mahec and his assistants at St. anthony’s Church 

Fr. Victor Herman, MEP

Fr. Louis Guittat, MEP

1909

as the Catholic population increased in Sentul, 
fr. victor renard and fr. louis duvelle observed 
that a vast majority of them were workers from 
the f.m.S, railway Central workshop.  this led fr. 
victor renard to rededicate the chapel of St. anne 
to St. joseph.  thus, St joseph’s Chapel took root 
in Sentul on 15th november 1908 as a symbol of 
dignity to the workers in Sentul.

the pastoral work of fr victor renard and  
fr louis duvelle began to bear fruit.  the Catholic 
population in St john’s church meanwhile grew 
rapidly and St john’s parish became inadequate to 
cater to the needs of the tamil-speaking Catholics.  
it was at this time that fr louis duvelle with the 
blessing of fr victor renard obtained permission 
from bishop marie-lu-alphonse-emile barillon, 
to raise funds in Singapore and penang to build 
a church for the tamil Community.  a piece of 
land was acquired in1909 at robertson road, 
pudu near the Sultan Street railway Station in 
China town Kuala lumpur.  fr. louis duvelle 
was then transferred to penang in 1910, yet he 
continued with the fund raising programme for 
the new church in pudu.  the bishop approved 
the construction of the church in pudu because of 
its strategic central location for the convergence 
of all tamil-speaking faithful from the entire state 
of Selangor then.

Church in the 
making…  

in 1911 fr francois le mahec, who was 
residing at St john’s Church, was appointed parish 
priest for the entire indian Community in and 
around Kuala lumpur and northern Selangor.  
as planned by fr louis duvelle, a generous sum 
of money was given to fr francois le mahec 
from the Chinese Catholic Community in 
Singapore.  fr louis duvelle himself passed on a 
substantial amount of money to fr. francois le 
mahec, which he had received from his cousin in 
france.  with this sum of money and with the 
goodwill of other benefactors, construction works 
of St anthony’s Church was initiated with the 
foundation stone blessed by bishop marie-lu-

1906
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Fr. Ernest Belet, MEP

1918
1925

1920

felt the need to reschedule mass frequencies in 
Sentul.  among the five, it was decided that fr. 
francois and his assistant fr. noel deredec take 
turns to celebrate mass, at least once a month in 
Sentul.  now, mass frequencies being in order, the 
feasts of St. anne and St. joseph were celebrated 
on a grand scale. there was much help from St 
anthony’s in this area.  their choir and servers 
played an active role at the masses celebrated at St 
joseph’s Chapel. 

although the mass frequencies were in order 
in Sentul they felt a compelling need for faith 
formation.  they therefore forwarded a request 
to the fmS railway management for a piece of 
land, off jalan ipoh, just adjacent to the workers 
quarters.  permission was granted in 1915 through 
the assistance of anthony (a british) the general 
manager of the fmS railway.  a small wooden 
structure with zinc roof was built in1918 with the 
help from fr. francois le mahec.  the chapel was 
dedicated to the Sacred heart, jalan ipoh.  this 
chapel played the role of a service centre, where 
the youths and elders in the area organised faith 
formation classes and devotion to the Sacred 
heart.  in the evenings men generally gathered at 
the chapel to discuss and plan for various activities. 
devotion to the Sacred heart during the month 
of june was an occasion of great joy and prayers 
were held daily and ended with fellowship.   

Early contribution to 
education…  

with the expansion of the f m S railway 
Central workshop and coupled with other 
developments the Catholic population increased.  

1928

thus, in 1920 with the consent of his superior 
fr. noel deredec extended the existing Chapel 
of St. joseph Sentul by a few meters outwards 
from the front main entrance.  it was an open 
extension with an attap roof.  fr. noel deredec 
gets the catholic railway workers committed in 
this project by getting their physical help and 
financial contribution to accomplish his plan.  
in appreciation of their efforts, bishop p. louis 
perrichon celebrated mass at this newly extended 
chapel in the same year. 

the first parish priest of St. john’s, fr. hector 
litessier entered eternal rest on 13 october 1921.

a census taken in 1925 by fr francois 
le mahec indicated that the population of 
Catholics in Sentul were several hundreds.  in the 
same year a simple but larger tamil School was 
erected to replace the school built in 1912.  the 
administration of St. joseph’s tamil School was 
given to the Sisters of the holy infant jesus and 
its first principal was Sr. St. mark. fr francois le 
mahec’s remark “hopefully this school will see the 
needs of Sentul for many years to come…” has come 
true because that school is still functioning to this 
day and has an increasing student population.  its 
status had been upgraded from a mission funded 
School to a government aided mission School.

fr francois le mahec further stated  
“…now the only problem is that this new school makes 
the poor condition of the Chapel of St Joseph next 
door so obvious”.  this remark indicates that he was 
not at peace looking at the poor condition of the  
St joseph’s Chapel and paved way for discussion 
with the parishioners of a plan to build a permanent 
concrete church building.  before his vision could 
materialise fr. francois le mahec was diagnosed 
with throat cancer and was operated in Singapore 

The old church, before renovation in 1928.
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1938

1939

1 Mr. Valentine Peters reports that Fr. Belet had a good group of dedicated 
wardens as his councillors who helped him manage the small parish 
income with prudence.
2 The Chongs were the first Chinese Catholic family in the parish.

1940

without much success. after months of suffering, 
a man loved by all, was laid to rest on 10 may 
1927 at the Catholic Cemetery, loke yew road 
in Kuala lumpur.

Growth of the parish…  
the task for the pastoral care of the Catholics 

in Sentul fell squarely on the shoulders of fr victor 
antoine hermann, a hardworking and prudent 
priest from germany.  fr hermann and michael 
ponniah, a lay helper from St. anthony’s Church 
will celebrate Sunday liturgy and to administer 
the other sacraments in Sentul.  in this process 
he got in touch with committed parishioners  
(i.m. anthony, ammie, victor maria dass, 
emmanuel fernandez etc) to organise a fund 
raising project towards a new church building.  
the architect was p. l. m. nathan who drew 
the extension plans for the mother Church  
St anthony’s of Kuala lumpur in 1930.  a fund 
raising campaign was organised and parishioners 
pledged a month’s salary.  the blessing of the new 
church was officiated by bishop louis perrichon 
on Sunday, 28 october 1928.  in his report  
his lordship stated, “… if we had enough priests, 
one could be posted as resident priest in Sentul…”

regular Sunday services were held in Sentul, 
it was celebrated either by fr. v. a. hermann or 
fr louis guittat.  fr. guittat in his message on  
22 april 1987, on the occasion of the parish’s  
80th anniversary states:   “… in my long association with 
the various parishes in Kuala Lumpur, one of which was  
St Joseph’s in Sentul, I still remember the pioneers 
of St. Joseph’s community and ideally treasure in 
my mind all of its history.  One single individual 
I cannot help but remember is the late Ponniah.   
He was the Sacristan of St. Joseph from its very 
early days and a source of immense help to me to 
master the Tamil language.” 

god blessed St joseph’s Church Sentul 
with fr ernest belet as its first resident parish 
priest in 1938 and with this appointment he 

fully celebrated all the Sacraments in the parish.   
the first child baptized by the new parish 
priest was a boy, christened Soosay on 15 may 
1938 whose godparents were masilamony and 
Savariammal. (pastoral service in the early days 
was such that all Sacraments were officiated and 
recorded at St john’s Church and St. anthony’s 
from 1903 to 1910 and from 1911 to may 1938, 
respectively).

in 1939 fr. hermann built the present 
parochial house on church land from funds 
collected on St anthony’s feast day, the same year.   
the unique feature is the Shanghai- plastering of 
the external wall of the building, a rare skill that is 
hard to come by these modern times.  the Church 
and the parish house being fully completed,  
fr. victor hermann handed over the parish to  
fr. ernest belet to continue to labour in the lord’s 
vineyard in Sentul.   another structure that is worth 
mentioning is the belfry built in 1928 that stood on 
the right of the church. it held up three unique bells.   
people living near the church welcomed those 
peals as a wake up call to attend to their daily 
routine.

fr ernest belet was a quick tempered and 
down-to-earth person.  he was a practical person 
who did all kinds of manual work apart from his 
pastoral duties1.  he also organised various parish 
functions.

fr. belet was also a compassionate man who 
had a heart for the poor, the sick and the needy.  
he often visited them on his raleigh bicycle. 
there were no other means of transport in Sentul 
then.  talking about difficulties in carrying out 
pastoral duties during those days, archbishop 
emeritus dominic vendargon reiterated to the 
Sentul people, that fr belet had travelled to 
tanjung malim and Kuantan on a bicycle to carry 
out pastoral works in the out-post locations.

fr. belet worked tirelessly nurturing a young 
parish in the backwaters of Kuala lumpur and in 
the course of his duties encountered many difficult 
moments.  he mentioned to joseph Chong2  that 
“…even if St Joseph Himself comes as a Parish 
Priest, the people will not still be satisfied!”

1925

1928
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Back of the Parochial House & Garden before the 
Community Centre was built - 1941 World War 2.

1941

1942

Challenging years of 
oppression… 

the methodist mission had already started a 
school for the boys in Sentul.  the parishioners of 
St. joseph’s Church appealed to their new parish 
priest for a girl’s english school as tamil school for 
girls had already been established in 1912.  there 
was an increasing demand for english education.  
fr. belet responded to the appeal and established 
a small english girl’s school in 1938 with the 
help of the holy infant jesus Sisters.  Sister St. 
Stephanie was appointed as its first principal.  the 
Church then applied for land through the general 
manager of the fmS railways.  the british 
government granted a parcel of land adjoining 
the church land to the Church for educational 
purposes.  Construction works began in mid 1939 
and on 5 january 1940, Convent school Sentul, 
was officially declared open by mother Superior,  
rev. mother St. adele of Convent bukit nanas, 
Kuala lumpur.  Sister St. elizabeth was then 
appointed principal in 1940.  She worked in Sentul 
until 1945, and fr. belet as its first Chaplain.

malaya was a prime target for economic 
and strategic reasons during wwii.  on the 8 
december 1941 the japanese forces unlashed their 
unheralded lightning strikes at Kota bahru and on 
8 february 1942, the japanese launched a decisive 
assault on Singapore. the british surrendered to 
the japanese on 15 february 1942.  in 1945, the 
japanese began to interred, most of the expatriate 
missionaries.  fr. ernest belet was also interred 
for being a former french army chaplain and was 
released a few days later after interrogation.  

during world war ii, Convent Sentul was 
closed and the british military used it as first 
aid Centre for war victims.  then, when the 
japanese military government took over malaya, 
they turned Convent Sentul into an interrogation 
centre for the japanese Secret police (Kempeitai).  
when the japanese intelligence had accomplished 

1945
their task, the japanese authorities reopened the 
school in may 1942 as “nippon go” school.  the 
pupils had their lessons taught in the japanese 
language.  School activities consisted of physical 
training, teaching japanese songs and propaganda. 
most parents kept their children from School.

the war years brought about many difficulties 
to the people of malaya especially to the poor.  
the war severely curtailed trading.  hence, 
there was a great a shortage of food and essential 
materials.  the poor survived on one meal a day, 
some even going to bed at night with an empty 
stomach.  it was common to see people turning 
any vacant plot of land into vegetable gardens to 
sustain the difficult situation.  the british currency 
withdrawn from circulation went into hording, 
was traded under cover.  the japanese military 
government introduced a new currency locally 
known as “the banana palm Currency” which 
had no purchasing power.  the order of the day 
was speculation, profiteering, bribery, corruption 
and looting.  lawlessness against the occupation 
government was almost an honour.  living 
conditions under the japanese were brutal with 
frequent reprisals.  in fear of this brutality, people 
were scared to venture out of their vicinity unless 
it deemed necessary to do so.
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1948

1949

1950

after sometime, the private school ceased its 
operation as the brothers took the boys into St. 
john’s institution.  the la Salleian brothers assured 
fr. ernest belet of a new la Salle school in Sentul 
in the near future.  the brothers obtained a piece 
of land in 1948, and the brothers School came into 
being on 5th january 1950.  the first principal of 
the school was bro. augustus d’Cruz. 

the external work almost settled; fr. ernest 
belet began to concentrate on spiritual well 
being of his parishioners.  during the war years, 
many children had not received the necessary 
Sacraments.  therefore, fr. ernest belet started 
faith formation Classes with the help of some 
teachers and parishioners.  Catechism Classes were 
conducted in Church.  groups of teachers went 
to the surrounding areas to teach catechism to 
children who lived in the out-lying areas, namely, 
ipoh road, Kg. batu, Kepong, elmina estate, and 
Sg. buloh etc.

Expansion of 
mission… 

fr. ernest belet did not have the pleasure 
of having an assistant; he handled all parish work 
individually.  in 1950, fr. ernest belet, formed 
the legion of mary.5 this organisation was 
tremendously important then, as it made laity to 
participate actively in the life of the church.  this 
group assisted the parish priest in his pastoral work. 
the legionaries visited homes of the sick, made 
hospital visits; some even went to visit the inmates 
in prisons.  they were also very concerned about 
the conversion of lapsed Catholics.  fr. ernest 
belet was the first Chaplain of the legionaries. 

3 In United States, Manhattan Project scientists test the atom bomb 
at Alamogordo, New Mexico on 16th July 1945. President Harry S. 
Truman ordered the United States Air Force to drop Atom Bombs on 
Hiroshima on 6th August 1945 and three days later on 9th August 
1945 on Nagasaki. These caused a devastating blow to Japan and the 
Japanese bowed down to a defeat by the Allied Forces. General Douglas 
MacArthur accepted Japanese surrender in Tokyo Bay on 2nd September 
1945. 

   When the British Military Administration (BMA) took over Malaya 
in 1945 situation began to normalise. Schools started to function. In 
Sentul there was a need for a Catholic boy’s school. Fr. Ernest Belet 
approached the HIJ Sisters to accommodate the boys in their school. The 
sisters rejected his request because Convent School was only for girls. 
However, the Sisters in St. Joseph’s Tamil School accepted some boys but 
they had difficulty managing them. 

4 Mrs. Mary Thomas reported, that Sr. Alphonse had great difficulty in 
schooling the little boys in her class. Fr. Ernest Belet was not happy with 
the situation and looked for a solution. 

fr. ernest 
belet seeing the 
apathy around 
him and so 
he went into 
gardening.  he 
tilled the soil at 
the back of the 
parochial house 
and planted 
tapioca, a staple 
food during the 
war times.  he 
gave to the poor 

5 A Lay Apostolate movement formed in Dublin, Ireland on 7th 
September 1921.

and the needy the produce from his garden.  he 
even allowed the poor to bury their dead in the 
Church grounds.  it was to the credit of the 
Church, that one its leaders did not flee in the 
face of the onslaught. 

after the war3 fr. ernest belet approached 
the hij Sisters to accommodate the boys in their 
school.4 

this led fr. ernest belet to start his own 
private school in 1945 for boys.  in the mean time 
fr. ernest belet discussed the future of the boys 
in his private school with the brother director 
of St. john’s institution, bukit nenas.  the boys 
from this School were nick named as “Convent 
jacks”. he appointed mrs. Kennyson, principal of 
the School. 

1945


