10/ 08/ 1999
China pays tribute to "war friends

Kamar ul zaman Sal | eh

TVENTY- TWO nen who served as vol unteer drivers in the Kuon ntang Chi nese
Revol utionary Armmy in 1939 attended the 60th comenoration of their
services in China recently.

For them the event - held in Kunm ng, capital of Yunnan Province - was
a nonent to cherish.

As drivers, the group, which included Ml ayan vol unteers call ed "Nanyang
Cheekongs", had to transport supplies along the 900km Bur ma- Kunmi ng road
when Japan invaded Chi na during World War Two.

Anong t hem wer e Kedah-born Yang Bao Hua, 85, who is the honorary
presi dent of the Yunnan Friendshi p Association of South East Asia Overseas
Chi nese Mechani cal Workers, and Yap Ah Bee, 80, of Batu Pahat.

There were al so "cheekongs" from Thail and and | ndonesi a who are now
living in Yunnan.

For the first tine inits history, the cerenobny was attended by a | arge
nunber of Ml aysi ans, including nmenbers of the print and el ectroni c nedia.
The Ml aysi a- Chi na Friendshi p Associ ati on, under the patronage of the
Prime M nister, had organi sed a tour of Yunnan with the co-operation of

the China Southern Airlines which flewin nmenbers of the Press.

Tracing the history of the volunteer drivers, MCFA secretary-general Tan
Kai Hee said nore than 3,000 Ml ayans, including Singaporeans, had
responded to an appeal by the Kuoni ntang Chi nese Revol utionary Arny for
the services of overseas nale Chinese drivers to help in the war.

"Of the total, sone 1,800 survived but fewer than 1,000 Mal ayans managed
to return hone, while the rest "nissed the boat' and stayed back in
Yunnan, " he said.

Tan said the cerenpbny was very special to the "cheekongs" as it was held
in menory of those who had perished as well as to honour the others who
had made sacrifices during the war.

Hel d in the scenic Wst Muntain recreational park about 40 ninutes
drive fromdowntown Kunming, the event also drew visitors from Si ngapore
and | ndonesi a.

Weat hs were placed around a 10-netre-hi gh marbl e nonunment built by the
Chi nese Governnent in 1989 in honour of the "cheekongs".

A convention on "Wl fare of Overseas Chi nese Volunteer Drivers"” was held
in conjunction with the cerenony.

Tan, who is Hai-O Enterprise Bhd managi ng director, said MCFA has
managed to trace three surviving "cheekongs” in Malaysia - Dara Singh, 85,
of Serenmban, Li Ching, 82, of Taiping, and Yap

He said MCFA' s invol venment with the volunteers started in 1994 during
the visit of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad to China. Tan
was al so in the entourage as representive of the association.

"During the trip, Dr Mahathir also visited Yunnan. This was when a group
of cheekongs nmet nme to tell their story. This was foll owed by
correspondence and the MCFA |later flewin 16 of the cheekongs to visit
Mal aysia for the first tine in 1995," he said.

Tan said the Mal aysi an Governnment had been very supportive of the
association's effort in pronoting goodwi Il and cul tural exchanges between
the two countries.

During the recent trip, he said, MCFA officials | ed by himal so net
Kunm ng governor Li Jiating and Provincial Communist Party Conmittee
secretary Linhu An.



"The trip was a success. Both | eaders were encouraged by the activities
of the association to pronote friendship and bilateral ties between
Mal aysi a and China."

He said Linhu had al so agreed to consider a request by the "cheekongs”
for a menmorial hall to organise their activities in.

"The MCFA feels very honoured by this conmmtnent fromthe provincial
| eaders, " he said.
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