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A reflection on the nmillenniumthat was

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

WHEN | was delivered into the world on July 4 1937, nost parts of the
Earth lay in colonial bondage. It was the the year when Japan invaded

Chi na, conquering nost of the Chinese coastal areas. In Europe, Hitler was
building a form dable German nilitary machi ne.

Kel antan, the land of ny ancestors and where | was born, was in its 28th
year under British inperium There was no school in ny village, Karnpong
Bandar, Pul ai Chondong Kok Lanas. A primary school was built only in early
1950s.

Three years and two nonths later, in Septenber 1940, London, the capital
of the world's largest enpire in history, was bonbarded by the German
blitz. In Decenber 1941, Japan invaded Mal aya and all was over by February
1942.

I was eight years old when atom ¢ bonbs were dropped on Japanese cities
of iroshima and Nagasaki by the US. Japan surrendered unconditionally
fol | owed by Japanese capitul ation in Ml aya.

The only thing | can recall (with horror) was hearing about the vicious
Si no- Mal ay cl ashes during a power vacuum between the Japanese surrender
and the arrival of the British MIlitary Adm nistration. The Sino- Ml ay
atrocities could, | suppose, be blanmed for the state of the post-war
general | aw essness. But what excuse could there have been for the
traumatic May 13 1969 race riots when there had been wi despread of open
Mal ay di scontent and ranblings of Chinese dissatisfaction?

In those days only Tun Abdul Razak, Tun Dr |smail Abdul Rahman, Dr
Mahat hi r Moharmad, Musa Hitamand the witer and several others who
understood Mal ay political anxieties and appreciated their concerns for
their future and were daring enough to do sonmething to address their fear
and appr ehensi on.

In ny first termat the Malay Coll ege Kual a Kangsar (MCKK) Chandi was
assassi nated, the Federation of Mal aya replaced the hated Mal ayan Uni on
and the MCKK cel ebrated the dawn (of future Malay political power) wth
kenduri (feast), a variety concert, a sketch depicting the signing of the
Feder ati on Agreenent and sports.

The cel ebration as el sewhere in the nation was a great joy. In July the
same year (1948), the CGovernnent declared a state of energency in response
to a Chinese-led comuni st revolt. The Malays rallied solidly behind the
Governnent. Despite the energency, nmy school life was little affected.

The energency caused the railway service connecting Kel antan and south
Mal aya to be suspended and as a result, Kelantan students - nuch to our
surprise and pleasure - were flown fromKota Baru to Penang, then by train
to Kual a Kangsar. During the holidays we would take the nmail train to
Penang and fromthere flew by Ml ayan Airways' Dakota to Kota Baru. This
went on until it was again safe to travel by train which was in early
1950s. And since the m ddle of 1948 | have been travelling by air for the
best part of nmy 62 years.

In 1952, | think on February 6, King George VI died when | was in Form
Thr ee.

| remenber it well because on February 5 Abdul RahimlIsmail (now vice
presi dent of Lake C ub), a school contenporary and | were schedul ed to be
caned at the headmaster's study for being habitually late for class and
preps. The acting headmaster, J. D. R Howell, was late for the
appoi ntrent, so we left. He was furious and reschedul ed the cani ng the



next day. In the norning the sad news of King George's dem se reached the
school. | offered nmy condol ences to Howell. He was surprised | did it
because even then, ny politics was well-known to him He, for whatever
reason, decided not to cane us; dismissed me and Rahi mw t hout as rmuch as
saying a word!

| could see even then that British rule was conmng to an end faster than
wi dely expected. The British enpire di sappeared as the nmain anchor of
i nternational order sone four decades and two years ago when we becane
i ndependent. It was replaced by a suffocating Arerican inperiumwhich
today enforces its culture and unforgiving economic rules on the world. It
is set to continue its supremacy and arrogance in the next century.

In 1954 | failed ny Canbridge School Certificate exam nation as WIIliam
Faul kner's "A Fable" won Pulitzer prize. Three years later | joined the
Straits Tines, and in 1960 | left for the US on a Congressional
Fel | owshi p, returning home 18 nmonths | ater, before the Cuban nissile
crisis blockade started. | was and am not an egghead. So what? Academ c
records, especially in high or secondary schools, are not an indication of
future achi evenment. Churchill was a wetched student. What natters nost is
the evi dence of | eadership, character and good judgenent, not intellectua
acunmen. | went on, though late in life, to Canbridge and Harvard and
never had nore than five O Levels."

| have lived six decades and two years in the departing century and
m Il ennium and had closely foll owed the denise of the British, French,

Dut ch and Japanese Enpires in South-East Asia at the end of the Second
World War and the col |l apse of the Soviet enpire a decade ago. | have had
triunphs and serious political setbacks. The latter caused by an anbitious
man ( Ghul am) who abused his power, which he could only do after ny nmentor
Tun Razak, died suddenly in 1976. Never had the death of a Ml aysian Prine
M ni st er caused so nmuch national grief.

To have lived in this century which has split the atom cloned a sheep
and i nvented conputers is a blessing and a great chall enge. The Ml ays
regai ned their self-esteemand self-worth followi ng Tun Razak's New
Econom ¢ Policy which was enl arged, vigorously inplenented and greatly
enhanced by Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad.

Today's challenge is for us to nake Ml aysi a a devel oped nation, to
avoi d becoming |i ke some of our nei ghbours whose political and economc

costs have and are still rising to an unacceptable |evel nerely to
continue as fail ed nati ons.
As | | ook back at the end of the second ml!lennium the world, and

i ndeed Mal aysi a, have a nmuch better idea of what they are | eavi ng behind
than what |ies ahead. Yet surely the challenge of the future is to enhance
what we have in place and to achieve Dr Mahathir's 2020 Vision within two
decades, if possible. There is no doubt the nation needs revitalisation
and new approach to neet political and economic chall enges, sparing a
raci al undertow, where possible.

Ever since | learned to read and wite | was always cl ear about what
wanted to do even though | nowrealise | will never reach nmy journey's
destination. But others can rai se hopes which can be realised - the
deliverance of the Ml aysian people fromfear and want.

In an age when Mal aysi ans have nore options than ever, success hinges on
political courage and keeping the people's support. | fear greatly at the
protracted ani nosity between Umo and Pas, between alleged "not true
bel i evers" and presuned "true believers"; the deepening divide nust be
st opped before it becones viol ent and bl oody confrontations.

We nust enl arge our social safety net, reduce inconme and wealth
inequality, foster greater national integration to strengthen politica
and soci al cohesi on.



W will be left behind if after general poverty and racial discontent of
the 1960s have been left far behind, we still hesitate to be nore open to
the creative entrepreneurship of the Informati on Age.

Normal Iy, if a political situation changes, the policies al so change. |
have not changed even at the dawn of the new challenging era. At |east for
now. Perhaps, | will, when | at |ast becone a grandfather in [ate January
2000. | look forward to an econom cally resurgent Ml aysia, the
determ ning factor whether we will continue to live in peace and har nony.

Since the millenniumarrives in Ramadan, | shall not be celebrating it
but the thought of it is enough to nmake nme happy. Besides | amall al one
in New York. My wife and children, except for Fuad (in London), are
spendi ng the new year and festive tine in Kuala Lunpur. | shall go to bed
early that evening with a warm heart and a noi st eye, wishing that all of
us try to come closest to representing the best of human (and Mal aysi an)
aspirations. |If we do that, the chances are high we wi |l achi eve what we
desire in the new nillennium
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