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The passi ng of a banking | egend

GENERATI ONS of Malaysians literally grew up carrying his nane in their
pocket s.

He will always be remenbered and recalled with the sane respect and
dignity which marked his distinguished service to the nation and the
banki ng worl d.

Tun Ismail Mohamed Ali, who passed away yesterday, was synonynous wth
Bank Negara. He was the governor of the central bank for 18 years,
beginning in 1962. He was the first Malaysian to take over its reins and
his signature nmarked every Mal aysi an currency note issued during his
tenure.

He was recall ed hone fromthe US by Tunku Abdul Rahman - Ml aysia's
first Prime Mnister - who wanted himto head Bank Negara. At the tine, he
had been an executive director with the World Bank and its affiliates.

He served for two years as the deputy governor of the central bank
bef ore bei ng appoi nted as governor. His stewardshi p of Bank Negara, cane
at a tinme when the nation's financial systemwas dom nated by foreign
banks interested only in financing international trade.

He changed the face of the nation's financial system which had been
confined to the busi ness sector and the better off in urban areas, to
donesti ¢ banks.

Under his supervision, the donestic banks took up their positions in the
| ocal financial systemand doninated the scene with branches all over the
country, including in the rural areas.

The use of banks was no | onger the exclusive privilege of the well-to-
do.

In Tun Ismail's own words, "the role of Bank Negara is to ensure that
the less privileged, the farners, the small traders, small enterprises,
smal | busi nesses and individuals, have ready access to bank credit on
reasonabl e terns".

Tun Ismail was | ooked upon with awe and respect for his achi evenents.
Many have al so quaked in their shoes in the presence of this strict
di sci plinarian who brooked no nonsense. He was a man preceded by an
overwhel m ng reputation for integrity, a sharp acunen, sinplicity and
frankness.

The character of Tun Ismail can be gleaned fromrare interviews with the
man hi nsel f and those who worked for him

A busi ness magazine witer recalled how he shrank in a face-to-face
intervieww th Tun Ismail who sternly refused to pose for a cover shot.
Despite the cajoling, Tun Ismail retorted: "Cone on, |'ma busy nan."

That was in 1992 when he was chairnman of Pernodal an Nasi onal Bhd ( PNB)
one of the several corporate positions he held after succeedi ng Tun Tan
Siew Sin as chairman of Sine Darby Bhd.

H's long-tinme secretary May Wng di sagrees with the stern public inmage
of her boss. "Qutwardly Tun may be stern. But he is a kind man at heart."
In anot her interviewin 1986 when the country was in the throes of a
recession, Tun Ismail said that if only the country had consuned | ess and
saved nore during its tinmes of prosperity, "we would be in a better

position to fight a recession today."

In the sane interview, he stressed the inportance of a sense of
responsibility and accountability, particularly fromthose trusted with
public funds.



"One can easily be obsessed with the trappings of power and entrust the
responsibilities of power and authority to someone el se, usually their
underlings who take the bl ame when the busi ness goes wong," he said.

He al so confessed his only regret - that he could get neither of his two
children, both sons, to join the governnment service although he hinself
had served the nation for 40 years.

He was often described as being fanatically honest. He never used the
privileges of office for his own benefit. He would not even use his
official unless it involved the performance of his official duties.

Once Tun Ismail heard that the architectural firminvolved in designing
the present Bank Negara headquarters had hired one of his brothers. He
told the firmthat it would not get any nore work fromthe bank.

Anot her story tells of how, as Bank Negara governor, he refused to
replace a battered fridge in his official residence because it stil
wor ked.

Fornmer Finance M nister Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah described Tun Isnail as
an out st andi ng person who coul d not be repl aced.

"Mal aysians will miss himas he has done a | ot for the banking sector
and strived to bring in investnents. He possessed a wealth of know edge
and was a man of integrity who was al so highly respected whenever he
wal ked into i nternational conferences," said Razal ei gh

Razal ei gh said Ismail seermed "distant” to nmany peopl e because he was a
man who accepted nothing but perfection and this was reflected in the
nation's nonetary poli cies.

"I amfortunate because | had the opportunity of working with and
gai ni ng experience fromhim as a banker first and | ater as Fi nance
M ni ster when Tun Hussein Onn was the Prine Mnister," he said.

Former Kual a Lunmpur Stock Exchange executive chai rnman Dat uk Ni k Mohamed
Din Nik Yusoff said that Tun Ismail had been a nice man who was
har dwor ki ng and very dedicated in carrying out his job

Born in Port Klang in 1918, Tun Ismail canme froma prom nent famly of
seven brothers and three sisters who include Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah
wife of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad, Tan Sri Ahmad
Razal i, former Selangor nenteri besar, and Jen (R) Tan Sri Hashim former
Def ence Forces chief.

After his early education at the Batu Road Boys's School and Victoria
Institution in Kuala Lunmpur, he conmpleted his tertiary education in the
United Kingdomwi th an economi cs degree fromthe University of Canbridge
in 1941.

He was also called to the English Bar in 1943 and was admitted as a
menber of the Mddle Tenple, Inns of Court, London

Upon his return in 1946, Tun Ismail was recruited into the Mal ayan G vil
Servi ce as an assistant collector of |and revenue at the Kual a Lunmpur
district office. Then followed stints at state and federal |evels before
he was appointed as a ninister at the Federation of Ml aya Enbassy in
Washington in 1957. After that, he held a post with the Wrld Bank.

Qur Reporter adds:

Havi ng never ventured further fromhone than Penang, Port Kl ang-born Tun
Ismail sailed for London to read | aw at Canbridge University in August
1938. He was 19.

As the "academ c star" among the "Ali brood", Tun Isnail and his six
brothers and three sisters had the i nportance of education drunmed into
them by their father Mohaned Ali Taib, an Oficial Assignee in the courts,
and t heir nother Khadijah Ahmad.

He not only obtained his econonics degree in 1941, but al so graduated
fromthe Inns of Court in London and was called to the English Bar two
years |l ater.



As his return to Mal aya was del ayed by World War 11, Tun Ismail remai ned
for another nine years in England, growi ng even nore inpressed with the
British sense of integrity, fairness, thrift and hard work.

These i npressions were to have a long | asting and profound effect on the
young Tun Ismail. It was reported that Tun Isnail admired Wnston
Churchill for his |leadership in nobilising his people to fight the
Ger mans.

Upon returning in 1946, Tun Ismail joined the civil service as an
assi stant collector of |Iand revenue in Kuala Lunmpur. In 1958, he was
appointed to the prestigious position of executive director at the Wrld
Bank before he was recalled to head Bank Negara in 1960, a position he
held for 18 solid years, setting the record as the | ongest-serving Centra
Bank CGovernor in Asia.

For his service, he was conferred the distinguished title of "Tun" in
1980 upon receiving the Seri Setia Mahkota, the nation's highest civilian
awar d.

In recalling his years at the central bank, he said that his priority was
toinstill integrity anmong the staff. He was al so strongly notivated to
transform Bank Negara into a premier financial institution staffed by
pr of essi onal s.

While Tun Ismail was said to have driven his staff to work hard, he did
the sane to hinself, and never failed to set high standards for hinself as
wel | as those working under him

Yet, he appreciated enpl oyees who put in hard work, rewarding themeven
if they had | esser acadenic qualifications. At Bank Negara, he was said to
have pronoted staff who perfornmed well but who | acked academ c
credenti al s.

Described as an intimdating and very stern man, there was a joke that
circul ated when he was at the central bank. It went like this: the ringgit
is so scared of himthat it never falls.

But for all his sternness, the dedicated Tun Ismail can be credited with
| ayi ng the foundations for Ml aysia's stable and sound financial and
banki ng i ndustry. Hi s many achi evenents have been recogni sed even by those
in the West.

The Swedi sh Central Bank Governor, for exanple, once delivered a |l ecture
in honour of Tun Ismail's sound nonetary and financial policies at the
annual Tun Ismail Ali |ectures.

He was al so conferred the Honoris Causa, the equivalent to an honorary
doctorate fromthe De La Salle University in the Philippines.

He was al so an advisor to the Malaysia-British Society and a nenber of
the board of governors of the Asian Institute of Managenent in Mnil a.

During his termat Bank Negara, he was asked by Dr Mahathir to design a
plan for the bum puteras to participate in the owership of the corporate
sector in line with the objectives of the New Economnic Policy.

Thus, the Amanah Saham Nasi onal (ASN) schenme nanaged by PNB was born
Today, millions of bum puteras have invested billions of ringgit and
benefited fromthe schene.

Among Tun Ismail's pastines were |istening to classical nmusic, golf and
swi mm ng. He was al so an avid coll ector of books. Leather-bound and
aut ographed first editions adorned his study at honme and his office at PNB
where he served as an advi ser until his death.

Tun Isnmail would have turned 80 on Septenber 16 this year

He was admitted to the Anpang Puteri Specialist Hospital here with a flu
on June 22 and di ed of a anuerysmdue to conplications.

The banki ng | egend i s gone.
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