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Sabah- Keni ngau
MAHATHI R S VI SIT SETS KEN NGAU BUZZI NG AM D POLLS

By: Eddy Lok

KENI NGAU, Feb 21 (Bernama) -- This was a tiny renote town in the old
days when Dr Mahathir Mhamad first stepped foot for a visit with the late
Tun Abdul Razak. Sabah had joi ned Mal aysia two years earlier but the
British presence was still very much felt then.

It was in 1965, as the Prine Mnister hinmself recalled fondly on
Fri day.

A visibly pleased Dr Mahathir told thousands of Keningau residents
conpri si ng urbane-1ooking residents and elderly natives and their children
who had turned up at the community hall to hear hi mspeak, how Keni ngau had
changed for the better.

And, he promni sed them nore.

He had come not only to drumup support for the Barisan Nasional (BN
candidates in the coning state election in the heartland of the
Kadazandusun- based Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS) but to have a first-hand | ook
at the situation and the needs of the people in the interior.

Dr Mahathir who has frequently travelled to Sabah, told the huge crowd
during his speech that Keningau m ght be far in distance but not fromhis
heart, quoting the Malay proverb "jauh di mata, dekat di hati".

He prom sed better days ahead if the people vote for the BN at the
polls due any tinme now.

There was excitenent in the town about his presence. The rustic nature
and warnth of the place was evident as the general public was heard talking
about Dr Mahathir being in town.

In Sabah, rural communities are characterised by their wel com ng nature
and excitenent whenever there are visitors, and a VIP visitor in Dr
Mahat hi r undoubt edl y wor ked t hem up.

"Bagus bah (it's good)... we are very happy Dr Mahathir has finally
come to visit us in Keningau," said Nordin Kundi an, 69, show ng the
t hunbs-up sign while seated in a mni-bus waiting to take himhonme after
attendi ng the wel com ng cerenony for the Prime Mnister at a nearby
community hall.

"Peopl e like himas our |eader,"” added Nordin, who described hinself as
an "orang kanpung" (village nman).

The | ocal econony seens active with retailers, coffeeshops and
restaurants busy days before he arrived as workers of the BN conmponent
parties prepared for the visit.

The i mense activities and nmany nodern-day buil di ngs and shophouses in
the town were perhaps the difference Dr Mahathir had noticed conpared to
his last visit about three and a half decades ago together with the then
Deputy Prine Mnister Razak to a quiet town.

Dr Mahathir was supposed to conme here | ast Decenber to open the
congress of the Parti Bersatu Rakyat Sabah (PBRS), one of the nine BN
conponent parties, led by former PBS strongman and current Deputy Chief
M ni ster Datuk Joseph Kurup. Inclenment weather then prevented that.

Still, there had been no | oss of eagerness. Keningau fol ks appear ed
anxi ous and excited at dawn Friday as word spread that Dr Mahat hir was
com ng to town.

There was a hive of activities, with BN flags fluttering and streaners
and banners announci ng and wel com ng the visit.

Punctuating the sea of navy blue BN flags and banners were bill boards
bearing the colours and portraits of PBS president and former Chief



M ni ster Datuk Joseph Pairin Kitingan and his brother Datuk Dr Jeffrey
Ki ti ngan.

Wor kers of the BN conponent parties and local politicians, especially
those aimng to be fielded as BN candi dates, are silently hoping that Dr
Mahathir's visit could boost their political fortunes in this Kadazandusun
interior traditionally the stronghold of PBS.

They may have sone reasons to hope al though nobody expects both Pairin
and Dr Jeffrey, who will stand in Tanmbunan and Bi ngkor respectively, two of
three state seats in the | arger Keningau parlianmentary constituency, to be
beaten in the com ng polls.

There is a joke in Tanbunan that the saddest candidate in this election
woul d be the ones fielded to face Pairin. Pairin is tal king about returning
to power and hardly anybody tal ks about himfailing to get re-elected in
Tanbunan

But for Petrus Mikilin, 46, the BN s chances in Keningau are not
hopel ess and Dr Mahathir's visit mght give it a boost.

"I amvery proud he (Dr Mahathir) canme to Keningau... | amsure, to
many here, that it is a historic event which they will renmenber himfor,"
said Petrus, a school headmaster and chairman of the village devel oprment
and security committee of Kanpung Kepayan Lama in Apin Apin here.

Dr Mahathir had earlier that nmorning told the crowd that he woul d give
equal attention to Keningau' s devel opnent.

"Believe ne, this won't be ny last visit here," he added.

On the Prime Mnister's speech, Petrus said: "I feel he has given
inspiration to the people... the people should support the BN for our
children's future.”

"What is the use of too nmuch politics if our children cannot go far in
their education. W should give thema good educati on because they are our
future,"” he said of the poor standard of education in the rural areas.

He wi shed to see inproved education facilities and opportunities for
rural children in the state, with "Kuala Lunmpur's hel p".

Taxi driver Lasamat Mobi ng, who plies between Keni ngau town and the
state capital Kota Kinabalu, said BN candi dates m ght receive nore votes
with Dr Mahathir's wooing but it mght not be enough though for themto win
the seats in this PBS stronghol d.

"It will be good to support the BN but it is not easy to finish off the
two brothers. | don't think the Prinme Mnister's visit could change very
much the political realities because of the Kadazandusun's sentinent for
the PBS," he added.

O hers feel the older voters mght not pay nuch attention to the
devel opnent prom ses. And, political stability was never an issue and
shoul d never be an issue.

Li ke many other towns in Sabah, Keningau has its fair share of
facilities such as schools and a district hospital as well as a sports
conpl ex.

Kurup, who was once tipped to be Chief Mnister under the rotation
system but m ssed the boat in favour of Tan Sri Bernard Donpok, gave a
rather | engthy 30-m nute speech in praise of Dr Mahathir's | eadership at
t he gat heri ng.

"Dr Mahathir's visit has inproved ny chances of winning in the

el ection. I am much nore confident now," he told Bernama a day later in
Kot a Ki nabal u.
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