29/ 08/ 1999
Let's raise the flag to show our |ove

A. Kadir Jasin

INtwo days, we will be cel ebrating the 42nd anni versary of Merdeka. The
occasion is inmportant, although it tends to be taken lightly by sone

Mal aysi ans.

These citizens will treat it as another public holiday to play golf,
| aze on the beach or just stay at hone and watch tel evision. Not nuch
thought is given to its significance

Flying the national flag is too nuch of a bother for them Sone are
pl ain ungrateful, while others just don't care

Lately, we even hear voices saying that they are not joining in the
cel ebrati on because they do not agree with the Gover nment.

Cel ebrating or, at the very | east, observing this inportant occasionis
not a political thing. It is a national event even if it happens to be
organi sed by departments or agencies of the State.

But for those of us who treasure peace and harnony, thisis atinmeto
take stock of our lives and to count our bl essings.

H story can be an inportant gui de. Those who were born before
i ndependence and renenber what |ife was all about during the col onial days
wi || have | ess probl emappreciating the many good t hi ngs t hat Merdeka has
brought them

To begin with, they no | onger have to salute the Union Jack and sing God
Save the Queen at assenblies. This is not to say that saluting the British
flag and praying for the safety of the English Queen were such a terrible
t hi ng.

| didthis for some years when | was schooling at Sekol ah Mel ayu
Pendang. It was even fun.

Mer deka day on Aug 31, 1957, was a special and nenorabl e occasi on as we
assenbl ed on the open field | ooking at the country's new flag and
listening to Tunku Abdul Rahman cryi ng "Merdeka! Merdeka! Merdeka!". | was
10 years ol d.

As boys we did not fully understand what Merdeka was all about. W were
told we were free of penjajahan (colonialism and we woul d, fromt hat
poi nt on, be determni ning our own future and desti ny.

Qur younger readers nmay accuse ne of telling a grandnother's story. B-o-
0-0-0-r-i-n-g, they may say. Yes, inaway | amtelling a grandnother's
story.

My dear departed grandnot her | oved Tunku deeply because he was an anak
raja (prince). Still, she was worried that with the British gone, the
Japanese woul d come back.

The Japanese di d not return, but the arned conmuni sts t ook nany nore
years to be defeated. Those who renenber the hardship and the restrictions
on life during the Emergency (1948-1960) will have a better appreciation
of freedom

Even boys like us wondered if the comuni st terrorists woul d descend
upon our village fromtheir jungle hideouts once the British left.

For years, our school football field was regularly used by the
Comonweal th sol diers as a staging point in their operations against the
terrorists in nmountains and hills to the east.

W did not mindtheir presence. In fact a sort of canmaraderi e devel oped
with the orang puti h as we went around sal uting themand getting sweets
and other military rations in return.

Cccasionally, we were allowed to take a close | ook at their "ferret



cars" - those little armoured vehicles that were used so effectively in
the jungle warfare - and their huge field guns and communi cati ons

equi pnent .
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TODAY, we curse and swear if we are caught in traffic janms or police
roadbl ocks. During the Emergency, police and mlitary roadbl ocks were a
reassuring sight. They were a synbol of security.

Travel ling, either by bus or ny grandfather's British-nade Austin A40
fromour village to an aunt's house in Sel ama, Perak, woul d take us
t hrough many kawasan hitam (bl ack areas) and countl ess roadbl ocks.

Bl ack areas were areas i nfested by conmuni st terrorists, and novenents
of peopl e and goods were restricted. Dusk-to-dawn curfews were inposed and
t he supply of food regul at ed

At these roadbl ocks, every passenger had to alight fromtheir vehicles
and had their identity cards checked. What is not often known i s that the
| C was made nmandat ory during the Energency as a neans of separating the
good fromthe evil.

The vehi cl es were thoroughly checked for food and weapons. The transport
of foodstuff was regulated to ensure that they did not fall into the hands
of the eneny.

The best way to avoid delays on such a trip was to carry only cooked
food, sufficient for one neal.

The nost dreaded part of the journey was al ong Sungai Ul ar between Kulim
and Bandar Baru. There, onthe lonely stretch of the road, many mlitary
and police convoys had been anbushed by terrori sts.

The surroundi ng estates, which were then largely owned by British
conpani es, were often attacked by the terrorists whose ai mwas to destroy
t he econony and denoral i se the peopl e. Today, roads and hi ghways cri ss-
cross the regi on and Kuli mboasts sone of the nost sophisticated
i ndustries in the country. It is home to the country's | argest high
technol ogy i ndustrial park.

The nountains and hills which were the targets of nightly bonbardnment by
t he Commonweal th sol diers had a long time ago been turned i nto Federa
Land Devel opnent Aut hority (Fel da) schenes.

Today, the second- and third-generation settlers have little or no
menory of those dangerous days when rubber tappers and vill age shopkeepers
were brutally nurdered by the terrorists in order to send a nessage as to
who was the boss.

They are today teachers, doctors, engineers and politicians living a
good life intowns and cities, thanks to the New Economic Policy (NEP). O
course, this does not stop sonme of themfromdenying that the policy had
benefited t hem
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AND because the country has been at peace for a long tine, nmany have taken
it for granted.

Only those who |ived through the Second Worl d War, the Energency and t he
riots of May 13, 1969, have a better appreciation of peace.

In multi-racial and multi-religious Mal aysia, peace can only be
guaranteed if the people live in harnony, which is something easier said
t han done

The racial and religious harnmony that we have been enjoyi ng for decades
is not sonething that happened by acci dent.

It is sonething that we have nurtured through a nmyriad of political
soci al and economni c endeavours, sone of which are unique to us and are
of ten m sunder st ood and condemmed by ot hers.

As nations, big and small, collapsed under the wei ght of racial and
religious discord, and hundreds of thousands di e in bl oody ethnic wars, we



stand out as an exanple of a nmulti-racial and nmulti-religious society that
wor ks.

Peace as we know it is not built on the strength of the lawalone. It is
founded on unity, tol erance and acconmodati on.

Yet we know just howeasy it is to shake this foundati on. Denocracy that
has been instrumental in building this foundation can al so be the
instrunent to destroy it if it is not used w sely.

W saw this just under a year ago when, in the nanme of freedom and
denocracy, thousands of people were provoked to take to the streets to
defy [ aw and order

The deci sion of the authorities not to act agai nst the denpnstators in
the early stages of the so-called reformasi was seen as a sign of
weakness, and a signal to the perpetrators to organi se even bi gger and
nore vi ol ent denonstrati ons.

But when the authorities took steps to end these illegal assenblies and
marches to protect |aw and order, they were accused of not respecting
freedom and denocracy.
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TOreally understand just howlucky we are in this country, conparison
must be nmade with others.

| amrem nded of a statenment by our Special Representative to the United
Nati ons Tan Sri Abdul | ah Ahnmad whil e acconpanying the Prinme M nister,

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mbhamad, on an official visit to what was then t he
USSR in 1987.

He said those in Mal aysia who subscribed to the socialist econonic
systemand the comuni st i deol ogy should be sent to the Soviet Union to
see how | ucky they were as Mal aysi ans.

Even as we fell victimto the currency-induced recession, we are better
of f than nost countries suffering the sanme fate.

Their econom es ni ght have recovered faster by a few nonths, but they
suffered a hi gher | evel of unenploynent, inflation and political
instability. In sone instances it | ed to bl oodshed and rebellion.

They were forced to surrender their econon c sovereignty to the
International Monetary Fund, while their banks and conpani es went bankrupt
or were sold to foreigners.

W realised early enough the danger of swall owi ng the | M- nedi ci ne after
spendi ng several nonths listening toits advice. During that tinme we
rai sed interest rates, curbed credits and cut public sector expenditure.
Qur econony ground to a halt.

Despite worl dwi de condemation of our limted capital controls and
wi despread prediction that we woul d becone anot her Myanmar, we prevail ed.

On Wednesday, Bank Negara governor Tan Sri Ali Abul Hassan Sul ai man
announced a 4.1 per cent gross donestic product growth for the second
quarter of the year. He said the country is "confortably out of a
recession".

Hours | ater, the US-based rating agency, Standard and Poor's, which for
nont hs had been maki ng negative assessnment of our econony, revisedits
outl ook and predi cted that our econony woul d grow by five per cent this
year.

The news i s the best Merdeka present for the Prinme M nister who was
willing to be unpopul ar at hone and abroad for the sake of saving the
econony and protecting the sovereignty of the country.

So, let us do our bit to show our |ove for the country by raising the
flag on Merdeka day.
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