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Fai rness, wit and sense of hunour his hall marks

Jocel i ne Tan
TAN Sri Anuar Zai nal Abidin had been reading Mufti Lawan Mahathir nmonents
before we arrived.

It is the latest output fromthe prolific pen of Ahmad Lufti O hman and
the book, with its striking cover of Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad
al ongsi de Dat uk | shak Baharom (ex-nufti of Selangor), was |ying face-down
on the table.

Not quite the sort of reading material one m ght expect to find in the
hone of a retired judge, but then, as those acquainted with this forner
Chi ef Judge of Mal aya woul d agree, Anuar is not the archetypal ivory tower
j udge.

For a start, he has an easygoi ng charm |aughs easily and even
entertains us to a play-by-ear rendition of the romantic Ml ay nunber,
Kenangan Lal u.

Yes, photographs can be m sl eading, especially those official prints of
himin grimjudicial robes, velvet songkok on his head and a scow on his
face.

Up close, his tanned and craggy face boasts a pair of deep, smle lines,
while smaller creases fan out fromaround his eyes when he | aughs.

Anuar, at 65, is tall and lean, a |l egacy of his years as a sportsnan. He
pl ayed a spectrum of games: football, hockey, badni nton and cricket.

He al so has a passion for the nore cerebral game of chess - both the
west ern and Chi nese types - and even hosted a series of chess shows on TV
in 1972. Photography, too, was an early hobby.

But his gane of the nmonment is golf. He had returned only a day earlier
fromplaying golf in Thailand - two ganes in Chiangmai, one in Chiangra
and two nore i n Bangkok.

At this point intinme, he is probably teeing off at sonme golf course in
Australia's Gold Coast, this tinme acconpani ed by wi fe Azi mah Mohd Ali.

Anuar retired as Chief Judge eight nonths ago. Inquiries about the stil
vacant sign on his former position invites nothing nore than a studiedly
nonchal ant shrug of a bony shoul der and pursed li ps.

He is, by nmost accounts, a popul ar judge anong | awyers even when
rel ati ons between the Bench and Bar was at its | owest ebb.

The reasons are varied. The younger |awers find himhel pful, even ki nd,
on the Bench, while senior |awers speak of his conplete | ack of airs and
sense of fun, or as one |lawyer puts it, "his wonderfully wi cked wit".

Apparently, Anuar was not above injecting a bit of humour into hearings.

Says | poh | awer and close friend, A Mhendran: "He has this poker face
whil e naking a joke and they usually don't know what to nmake of it."

"He did it in a very amable way. It really relieved tension and
pressure," adds Perak Bar chairman C K. Leong.

But sone of his jokes, although immensely ticklish to male | awers, nay
not have gone down well wi th wonen | awyers, such as the one about not only
being able to see a wonan's point, but her "two points".

Crimnal |awer Jagjit Singh, who has known Anuar since the latter's
days as Chief Registrar in the md-1970s, declares that "he is still the
same appr oachabl e and unassuni ng character”

Lawers admt he was not in the intellectually rarified ranks of Tun
Suffian Hashimor the late Tan Sri Eusoffe Abdool cader nor did he possess
the literary style and bonbast that distinguishes a handful of judges.

But, they insist, he was sharp and applied the law well. The proof to



that lies inthe relatively few appeal s agai nst his judgnents. However,
what they appreciated nost is his sense of fairness in court.

A senior corporate |lawer in Kuala Lunmpur puts it this way: "Mst
litigants want justice. They don't mind waiting years for their case to be
heard if they can be assured of a good hearing. Wth Anuar, you get that."

He was, apparently, nore acconmodati ng than nost of his judicial
col |l eagues, willing to hear out both sides w thout [osing his patience.

Says one of Penang's nost seasoned | awyers Li m Kean Chye: "He nmaintained
the open door tradition towards | awers, young and ol d. Just a knock on
the door to see him you know. In that respect, he was truly one judge who
had no side to him"”

They liked him too, because he did not scold or humliate themwth
unnecessary remarks in open court.

"He rarely lost his cool," says Mhendran.

"But don't try lying to himin court," says Jagjit.

Jagjit recalls appearing before Anuar, then a H gh Court judge in |poh,
in a running-down case, |legal termfor accident cases.

The plaintiff, a male hairdresser, clainmed he had been unable to raise
hi s hand above his shoul ders since the accident. But Jagjit, representing
t he def endant, produced a photograph of the man pointing his injured arm
skywar d.

"Anuar took a | ook at the photographs and took over the questioning. Was
the man put in a spot!" says Jagjit.

Anuar admits he did not believe in belittling | awers: "As a judge, you
may forman opinion early on in the trial but that should not stop others
frompursuing a point. If counsel deviates, advise, not punish."”

In many ways, his camaraderie with | awers is rem ni scent of how cl ose
the Bench and Bar used to be. He makes no bones about enjoying the conpany
of lawers and the annual ganmes once pl ayed between the Bar and Bench
often found himchatting and joking with | awers.

In person, he is debonair, with a |aid-back sophistication in spite of
the sober outfit he wore for the interview checked shirt, charcoal grey
trousers and one of those foot reflexol ogy slippers wth painful-Iooking
spokes and magnetic bits on the soles.

The younger | awyers say he is "cool"” (the "A'l right, man!" kind of
cool, that is) while sonme wonen | awyers have even descri bed hi mas having
"a certain sex appeal”

Anuar, the younger of two children, was born in Gopeng, Perak. His
school teacher father, the |ate Datuk Zainal Abidin Ali, was w thout doubt
the driving force behind his success. Like nany far-sighted Mal ays of the
pre-war era, Zainal Abidin saw English as the windowto his son's future.

But before Anuar could start in an English school, the Japanese marched
into Malaya. It was not until the end of the war that he was able to have
an uni nterrupted period of schooling in Sekol ah Mahnmud, an English school
i n Raub.

He was 14 years old, in Standard One but three double pronptions saw him
skipping first from Standard One to Three, then Standard Three to Five and
fromthere to Standard Seven

By Standard N ne he was deened smart enough to enter Victoria
I nstitution where he studied for his school certificate, the academ c
passport to bigger things.

If it was up to him Anuar says he woul d have chosen architecture or
medi cine as a career. Law, in that sense, was his father's anbition for
hi m

But, where the Japanese Cccupation had suspended his schooling, a four-
year spell of tubercul osis delayed his | aw studies at Lincoln's Inn. It
was not until 1955 that he sailed for England, seasick throughout the 23-



day j our ney.

It was an exciting tine to be in London which, true to the British sense
of fairplay, was a host city of sorts for Mal ayan activists with
i ndependence and self-rule on their nind

There he net people who were to assune najor roles on the politica
stage back home: Tunku Abdul Rahman, Tun Razak, Lee Kuan Yew, Syed Jaafar
Al bar, Tun Hussein Onn, the present Yang di-Pertuan Agong, Tengku
Razal ei gh Hanzah, Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n and many of his future judicial
peers.

And when the young Mal ayans got together, they talked politics, partied
and danced.

"Back then, 99 per cent of Ml aysi an students danced,” says Mhendran
who was was al so studying in London.

Thus, Anuar danced, so did Hussein Onn and Tengku Razal ei gh. The latter,
says Anuar, was an "excellent dancer" and a "superb cook". Anuar and Dai m
got al ong well enough to holiday together on the Isle of Wght.

"Dai mwas such a sinple fellow. He would squat over at our roons, borrow
our neckties, our noney. W would ask himto use the bed but he would say,
never mnd, I'lIl sleep on the floor."

It was in London, too, that Anuar net his first wife, Hedw g Aroozoo, a
Eur asi an from Si ngapore studying |ibrary science.

Anuar finished his studies in 1963. By then, his first marriage had al so
ended ("it was the separation and a |l ot of differences") and he returned
to an i ndependent Mal aya and married Azi mah wi th whom he has two chil dren.

He joi ned the governnment service as a magi strate and began t he sonewhat
nomadi ¢ |ifestyle of government servants, posted fromone place to
anot her.

But each new posting brought a pronotion. Wthin three years, he rose
frommagi strate to Sessions Court president. By 1969, he was state | ega
advi ser for Terengganu and, two years later, senior federal counsel.

Fromthere it was a steady clinb to Chief Registrar, Judicial
Conmi ssioner (the first in the country) and, in 1980, H gh Court judge.

Anuar adm ts that when he was appoi nted Chief Judge of Ml aya in 1994,
he "junped over people".

"But a few of themal so junped over ne. Eusoff Chin was my junior, so
was Lamin," he says. (Tan Sri Eusoff is Chief Justice of the Federal Court
and Tan Sri Lam n Yunus, Court of Appeal President.)

Li kewi se, judges like Tan Sri Edgar Joseph Jr, Datuk Dzai ddi n Mohamad
and Dat uk Peh Swee Chin noved up to the Suprene/ Federal Court when Anuar
was still Hi gh Court judge.

Anuar, it nust be said, is appealingly self-deprecating about his rather
extraordinary career, insisting nore than a fewtines that he is
"ordinary", "uninteresting", and "lucky rather than clever".

He al so suggests that he is "nore of the quiet sort"

He is indeed "a man of few words" as his one-tine "boss" Tun Hami d Orar
once said in open court, but he is certainly no shrinking violet.

According to another forner judge: "Anuar likes parties but he knows the
limts."

Anuar does adnit that it has not been easy trying to live the "lonely
life" that judges are supposed to live.

In that sense, his retirement fromthe Bench ought to nmark the start of
a less lonely life.

( END)
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