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GOODBYE JALAN DATUK ONN

By: Ahmad Fuad Yahya

KUALA LUMPUR, June 15 (Bernama) -- Jalan Datuk Onn, a street naned
after one of Malaysia' s illustrious sons, has been synonymous with the
Prime Mnister's Departnent, the country's admi nistrative nerve-centre for
t he past 42 years since | ndependence.

Tonmorrow s entry in the country's annals will put June 16, 1999 as the
| ast day that governnent decisions will come out fromBukit Perdana in
Jal an Dat uk Onn.

Wy ?

The Cabinet is scheduled to hold its final neeting there tonorrow, said
Press Secretary to the Prime M nister Zakaria Abdul Wahab.

As for the foll owi ng Wednesday, the cabinet will henceforth neet at the
ultra-nodern new federal administrative capital in Putrajaya, 40kmfrom
here, he said.

Only twice during the 42 years that the Prine Mnister's Ofice in
Jal an Datuk Onn was tenporarily shifted to Parlianent House, several km
away, as the country's administrative command and control centre

Once was when second prinme mnister Tun Abdul Razak Hussei n was
redevel oping the Prime Mnister's Departnment conplex and the second
i nstance, when Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad's of fi ce was danaged by a
fire in 1982.

"It's a priceless national heritage!" that is how those who have served
the PMs Departnment in the early days after |Independence described the
Jal an Dat uk Onn conpl ex.

A former chief secretary to the governnent Tan Sri Abdullah Salleh said
the first PMs Departnent building there was a wooden structure hastily
erected to get the Prinme Mnister's Ofice ready in 1957 because of the
i mmi nent | ndependence on Aug 31.

It was built near the Residency, a former official residence of the
British Adviser to Selangor, which was | ater renovated and made the
official quarters of first prime mnister Tunku Abdul Rahman.

The Tunku had had the conveni ence of only having to wal k down to his
office and of usually entering it through the back door!

The Tunku's official residence then is now part of the Tunku Abdu
Rahman Menori al adjacent to the PM Departnment conplex in Jalan Datuk Onn
whi ch al so housed the Ofice of the Deputy Prime Mnister, office of the
Horme M ni ster and the Economic Planning Unit.

"During the pre-Ilndependence days, the Sultan Abdul Samad buil di ng
served as the government secretariat... upon |ndependence, we have the
Sel angor governnment and the federal governnment, so the government built
temporary federal offices in Bukit Perdana," Abdullah told Bernama in an
i nterview.

Abdul | ah said he became fanmiliar with the Jal an Datuk Onn conpl ex upon
bei ng appoi nted private secretary to Tunku Abdul Rahman in 1959.

Nati onal Archives docunents quoted the 1957 Public Wirks Depart nent
annual report as saying that the original PMs Departnent conplex in Jalan
Dat uk Onn cost RWR48, 000 to buil d.

The PWD report said, because of the inpending | ndependence, the conpl ex
and office of the Statistics Departnment, which was crucial for the 1957
Census, were conpleted within four nonths.

When he yearned for those nostal gi c days at Jal an Dat uk Onn, Abdul | ah
said he woul d mark the Tunku Abdul Rahman Menorial as a "nust-visit" on his



daily routine.

What incident would he describe as indelible fromhis nmenmory of the
wooden-structure days of the Jalan Datuk Onn PM Departnent's conpl ex?

Abdul  ah said it was the tiff between Tunku and the hone minister then
Tun Dr Ismail Abdul Rahman which pronpted Ismail to tender his resignation
fromthe cabinet.

"The Tunku came to me that norning... See this note Dollah, it's a
resignation letter.

"What am | to do with it Sir?...Tunku replied, keep it," Abdullah said.

Abdul I ah kept the letter in a safe and a few days | ater again asked
Tunku what was he supposed to do about it.

Again Tunku told Abdullah to keep it.

Tunku gave himthe sane instruction when he raised the matter with the
prinme mnister several days after that until Abdullah received a call from
Ismail's private secretary about his boss wanting to see Tunku.

Abdul I ah said he alerted Tunku of Ismail's imrinent call on the prine
m ni ster and soon the | oud sounds of a man marching on the tinber flooring
made no m stake about the nood of the incoming visitor.

Then, taking turns with two other fellow workers to peep through a key
hol e of the closed doors of the prine mnister's office, Abdullah said he
spied on the antics of the hone mnister and Tunku al t hough he coul d not
make out their conversation

"Tun Ismail | ooked animatedly angry and raised his fist when
confronting Tunku who was instead grinning ear to ear at Tun |smail

"Personality-wi se they are poles apart. W didn't hear what they were
saying. Gradually Tun Ismail's stern expression gave away to a snile and
soon after that he and Tunku both were | aughing, " he said.

The three peeping tons were so engrossed with the key-hol e view t hat
they had no tine to act natural when Isnail ended his call on the prine
m ni ster and wal ked towards the door.

Abdul  ah said they had tinme only to stand erect as Isnmail opened the
door and to this day he was unsure whether the home mnister had suspected
the trio of eavesdroppi ng.

The tinber structures of the Jalan Datuk Onn conpl ex remained in use
until the early 1970s, even after Abdull ah was seconded fromthe PMs
Departnent to Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in 1969 as the university's
registrar.

Abdul | ah was subsequent!ly nade chairnman of the UKM council from 1975 to
1987.

VWile serving with the university, he often nmet Tunku's successor Tun
Abdul Razak at the prinme mnister's interimoffice at Parlianment House
while waiting for the conpletion of the new conplex of the PMs Departnent.

Abdul | ah later returned to the PMs Departnent upon bei ng appoi nted
Chi ef Secretary to the Government in 1976 and served with third prine
m ni ster Tun Hussein Onn until Abdullah's retirement in 1978.

Tun Hussein indeed al so had a rare distinction of having a street named
after his father as his office address.

On the brand new PMs Departnent in Putrajaya, Abdullah said: " W are
goi ng one step further better and better, froma wooden building to
concrete building, and nowto a very inpressive building.

Mal aysi a now has a building like the British Cabi net roomin Downi ng
Street in London to serve the next 100 years and beyond.

Descri bi ng Putrajaya as nost suitable, he conmended the planning to
| ocate the new federal administrative capital there

"Hal fway between the airport (the KLIA at Sepang) and hal fway fromthe
commercial centre Kuala Lunpur... the planning is very good. | |ook at the
whole thing, | think it's superb,” he said.



He expressed hope that the Jal an Datuk Onn conpl ex woul d be preserved,
perhaps as a Malaysian Civil Service nuseum because the civil service of
i ndependent Mal aysi a was born there.

"I think this (building) is historical, as nuch as | have witten to Dr
Mahat hir that we shoul d keep the Merdeka Stadiumfor posterity... and again
| feel the PMs Departnent should be preserved,” he said.

According to Abdull ah, Dr Mahathir had said to himthat he (Abdull ah)
was being overly sentinmental about the Merdeka Stadi um

"Perhaps | amsentinental because those days people of ny generation,
we sat there and shouted Merdeka! Merdeka! on that wet norning of 31st
August 1957.

"Whoever was there on that day, wouldn't like to see Merdeka Stadi um
whi ch was specially built to conmenorate our own i ndependence to be
denol i shed, " he sai d.

As for Abdullah, the PMs Departnent conplex in Jalan Datuk Onn nust be
preserved for posterity.

He expressed hope that the current President of Badan Wari san Mal aysi a
(the national heritage organisation) Tan Sri Ahmad Sarji Abdul Hamid, also
a former chief secretary to the governnment, would ensure that the buildings
at Jal an Datuk Onn are preserved.
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