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Dol | ah' s phones are ringing again

Jocel i ne Tan
ITis 10.15amon a Monday norning and Tan Sri Abdul | ah Ahmad i s al ready
hunm ng al ong |i ke a human dynanmo in the office annex of his bungal ow
horre.
As | make ny way along the | ong, carpeted corridor flanked by
phot ographs and paintings, | can hear himtal king away, a mle a mnute.
Abdul l ah's office is one of the nore honmey roonms in this stylish house
| ocated in one of the nost exclusive parts of Kuala Lunpur.
Two pairs of reading glasses - one netal -rimed and anot her with brown

franes and green-tinted lenses - lie on the very neat table which he tells
us is usually not so tidy.

An entire wall is hung with scholastic certificates earned by the fanily
but it is the photographs - they're everywhere - which lend the roomits
i ntinacy.

He | ooks markedly different fromthen, but his wife, Puan Sri Fauzah
Mohamad Darus, an el egant woman with chisell ed features, has changed
little. Fam |y phot ographs al nost equal those of Abdullah during the years
when he noved in the intoxicating inner circle of power.

"My first datukship," he says of a 1971 bl ack-and-white shot of the
Sul tan of Kelantan (who conferred the title) and Abdull ah, both seated in
a rather casual fashion on either side of a very slimTengku Razal ei gh
Hanzah who is drawing | anguidly on a cigarette.

Poi nting to anot her photograph - faded around the edges - of him
chatting with Tan Sri Musa Hitam he says with a laugh: "I was really
power ful then."

"One of the last ones of Tun. Died Jan, 1976. That date will never be
erased fromny mnd," he says of a large print of Tun Razak Hussein, with
the narrator a few steps behind.

A shot of Tun Hussein Onn (with Abdullah beside hinm) is passed off as
"ny jailor". The pictures pretty nmuch sumup his rather controversial path
fromthe 60s and well into the 70s. Hi s years of living dangerously, so to
speak.

Abdul | ah has been Mal aysia's Special Envoy to the United Nations since
1996, a post he has taken to like a duck to water.

And | ast week, just days before he was to return to New York, he found
hi mself on the "crony list" revealed in a statutory declaration by forner
Bank Negara assi stant governor Datuk Abdul Murad Khali d.

M nutes after Murad's Press conference, his tel ephone was ringing with
calls fromthe nedia (for reaction) and friends (for explanations).

Abdul | ah deni es being an Anwar crony al though he does not deny that
Anwar, via Miurad, played a role in settling an outstanding | oan. But he
stresses that the settlenment was i n exchange for sone prine | and he owned
al ong Jalan Duta. "I have the docunents to prove it," he says.

Abdul I ah was in the news again.

The man hinsel f takes sonme getting used to: his energy, his running -
and irreverent - commentary on events, issues and people, his tendency of
flitting fromtopic to topic wthout prelude, his conpulsion with his
political past (he still identifies hinself on the phone as "Dol |l ah, Kok
Lanas", a reference to his forner parlianentary seat in Kelantan), and his
enduring attachnment to the nmenory of the late Tun Abdul Razak.

And he can be, as an NST editor notes, "so charm ng"

Abdul | ah, or Dollah as he is popularly known, is a person whose



reputation truly precedes him For instance, if one were to nention that
one has just net/spoken to/interviewed Abdull ah, the other party is likely
to go, "Ooh ... that Dollah," the tone varying dependi ng on whet her or not
the person is fond of him

You see, there are no two ways about Tan Sri Dol |l ah, especially when it
comes to the cromd who knew himfromhis political years. They either |ike
himor they don't and the same hol ds for Abdullah - he has few grey area-
type opi ni ons.

Yet, Abdullah in person today is quite different fromthe | arger-than-
life personality one reads about or hears of.

He has, as they like to say, nellowed with age (he turned 62 recently),
grown a little nore accommodati ng and even learnt to | augh at hinself. His
hair is nore salt than pepper and his mddle a little nore pronounced (he

insists it's his posture) but the m schievious grinis still intact.
That day, he has on a light blue shirt ("they call it TV blue in
America"), and pale beige drill trousers, rolled up at the cuffs.

And socks and | eat her shoes because of the photo shoot. It's a casua
but expensive | ook. And Abdul | ah has al ways had expensive tastes, even as
a cub reporter.

Fornmer Straits Tinmes news editor Felix Abi sheganaden told Ml aysi an
Busi ness once that Abdul |l ah had "chanpagne tastes on a beer incone" and
went for suede shoes while others wore Bata. And soon after he began
wor ki ng for Razak, he was zoom ng about in a flashy Mercedes Sports.

He was spiffily dressed even in the Kanunting detention canp where he
was hel d under the I SA. A picture taken by his wife then shows himin
white shirt, MCKK tie (nust have been a Wdnesday) and white V-necked
pul | over!

Juxt apose all that against his posh lifestyle now and it seens al npst
com cal that anyone could have had tried to tar hima Comruni st. But those
years spent as a political detainee (1976 to 1981) were no | aughing matter
for him "I was 38, at the zenith of ny political career, then zap!"

He still gets enotional tal king about it, his voice gets all choked up
The experience continues to rankle although he says he has forgiven
"Ghul anf', his nickname for the person he says nastermn nded t he Red- hunt
and whom he coyly refuses to nane except to say it is not Hussein Onn.

Still, Abdullah has made not one but two remarkabl e conmebacks since his
rel ease (Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad signed his rel ease order two weeks
after becoming Prime Mnister, a fact Abdull ah has never forgotten).

Four years after his rel ease, he was returned as MP for Kok Lanas,

Kel antan, in the 1986 general el ection.

It was around that time that he set off ripples on both sides of the
Causeway when he made a no-hol ds-barred speech in Singapore on the
legitimacy of Malay political hegenony and won hinself the | abel of an
ul tra- Mal ay.

Yet, this was the sane nan who gave his backing to the setting-up of the
Chung Hwa Secondary School in Kok Lanas which is, today, considered the
best Chi nese school on the eastern sea board.

If he had | arger anbitions after his 1986 win, it was swiftly ended by
t he Pas- Semangat 46 sweep of the State in 1990.

He did not contest the 1995 polls and a year later, found hinself in his

present capacity - living life on the international circuit.
Abdul l ah"s nell owi ng may al so have to do with being out of the politica
gane.

He gave up his last political post - head of Machang division in 1995.
But that does not nean he does not nmiss it all

"Power, that's the thing I miss nobst. Wio woul dn't, honestly?" he says
in that disarmngly frank way.



A few years ago, he told NST col umi st Datuk Mazl an Nordi n about readi ng
Dwi ght Ei senhower's remi ni scences on how t he tel ephones stopped ringing
the second day after he retired as US President. That nust have been how
it was for himafter the death of Razak.

Abdul | ah' s ascent to the charmed Iife of inner circle politics nakes
fasci nati ng copy.

He was born in 1937, the son of a village penghulu in Pasir Ms, but
brought up by a well-off uncle who sent himto the elite Ml ay Coll ege,
Kual a Kangsar. MCKK was one of those watershed events in his life and nore
or less set himon his future path.

After |eaving school, he joined the Straits Tinmes in 1957 where he
becanme qui ckly known to Umo politicians.

Three years later, he left for the US on a Congressional Fell owship
recomrended by Razak.

He returned after 18 nonths to a job at the Alliance headquarters where
his first inportant assignnent was to sniff around in Sarawak in the wake
of plans for the formation of Ml aysia.

"Tun was very pleased with my work and pronoted ne to politica
secretary in Cctober 1963. | was to be his ears and eyes and to report to
himdirectly."

Says fellow "Razak boy", Misa Hitam "He was Razak's not-so-secret
weapon. He was al ways runni ng around, doing things for Tun. Everybody knew
that. And he was very loyal, he took the brickbats for Tun."

Nevert hel ess, it was an exciting job that gave himaccess to the
excl usi ve backroom of power and rmade hi man object to be envied, even
feared. Fromthen, he steadily accumul ated friends and enenmi es.

"He was young and brash. Besides, a hatchet nman cannot be popul ar," says
anot her Razak-period figure.

Abdul | ah's own view "That's what power is all about ... there will be
those who like or dislike you. But | was really riding high in the 60s. |
could do what | |iked, go where | wi shed, but Tun had to be able to
contact nme at any tinme. | was his political secretary, Pressman, friend,
everything.”

Dat uk Shahrir Samad, Razak's political secretary after Abdull ah,
explains it as a conmon problemin politics.

"Your power cones fromthe boss and often you exercise a | ot nore power
than peopl e think you deserve and the resentnment builds. Frankly, | don't
think he did it for hinself as nuch as for his boss."

He spent 14 years with Razak and by the time Mal aysia' s Bapa Penbangunan
succunbed to his illness, Abdullah was an Umo suprene council nenber, M
and Deputy M nister.

Abdul | ah' s dark experience after Razak's death is perhaps one of the
nore stark and scary periods of Machiavellian politics in |local politica
hi story.

Stripped of his source of political patronage and protection, Abdullah
becane a pawn in the power play for the pinnacle post.

What happened was a fascinating denonstration of unbridled anbitions and
of the ferociousness of Malay politics. But npst of all, it was an
i nval uabl e renmi nder of the transient nature of political power.

In retrospect, Abdullah jokes that his arrest might have had to do with
the governnment quarters at Bukit Petaling where he was |iving.

M chael Chen, then an MP, had warned hi mabout the bungal ow and the bad
luck that had befallen previous occupants: Tun Orar Ong Yoke Lin was
dropped fromthe Cabinet and despatched as Anbassador to the US; Tan Sri
Lee Siok Yew |lost the No. 2 post in the MCA. Abdullah lived there half a
year before his arrest.

Even t hough Abdull ah Ioves to dwell on the past, and misses dearly those



days of power and influence, thereis really little to conplain about his
present state.
For one, his phones have begun ringing again, whether for the right or
wong reasons. In fact, they seenmed to ring non-stop throughout the
i nterview.
( END)
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