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Aloving "nother' to 6,000 girls

T. Thant

M LLICENT E. Sibert may not be a nother in the maternal sense but she has
infused a sense of discipline to help chart the future of thousands of
children. Under her care, sone 6,000 young girls of St Nicholas Prinmary
School in Alor Star have been "nothered"” not only academically and with
di scipline but with such care and concern that the majority of her
"children” hold her in high esteemand shower her with |ove - nobre than
what a natural nother receives.

Sone of whom she has nurtured are the Sultan of Kedah's daughter Tunku
Intan, the Prine Mnister's daughters Datin Paduka Mari na Mahat hir and
Asi ah Mahathir as well as former Prime Mnister Tunku Abdul Rahman's niece
Tunku Sopi a.

To nane a few nore - Mak Sooi Joo, whom she saw grow froma child to a
teacher and | ater as headm stress of St N chol as Convent Secondary Schoo
in Alor Star, |awer Anita Sunderaj, and scores of other personalities.

They still look up to her for her "notherly" care and concern and often
shower her with gifts while sonme never fail to send her Christmas cards.

"What else can | ask for? | have given themny utnost to nake t hem what
they are today," she said at her honme in Western Gardens, Penang.

Wdely noted for being strict, she was often referred to as Mss
"Terror" Sibert and is now 72.

"I was grooned under the strict tutelage of the Infant Jesus Sisters of
the Convent | ed by P.Won before becom ng a teacher and so | inherited the
firmess which | fervently inplenented not only in the pupils but also in
the teachers and the administrative staff,"” she expl ai ned.

"It was to the extent that any conplacent staff were told: You nust be
sent to Mss Sibert to shake you up."

"Just a pat fromnme and a glance at ny size went a | ong way," she
chuckl ed.

Yet, beneath her firmlooks, big size and the reputation of "terror"
lies a notherly heart and the touch of | ove she has al ways showered on
others Iike any not her woul d. Bei ng a popul ar nusic teacher al so enabl ed
her to express her |ove through her nusic | essons.

During her tenure as headni stress, several programes for poor children
were i npl emented. Noting that some poor children came to school wi thout
proper breakfast, mlk and fried beehoon were supplied for their
nour i shment .

A sick bay was set up in the school with teachers trained in first-aid
t aki ng charge of sick pupils.

"We took pains to find out the weaknesses of the pupils and help
overcome them ... if poverty is the obstacle, sone of us even had to
contribute with our own noney," said Sibert, adding that she was agai nst
pupils taking tuition as the teachers were reprinmanded for pupils' poor
performance, if any.

"But all these nust be tenmpered with strictness and discipline ... and
with no conprom se," she enphasi sed with noticeable firmess in her eyes.

Hol ding fervently onto this principle, she was noted for her strictness
not only within the precincts of St Nicholas but also in other schools,
says S.P. Annammal ai, an ex-student of St M chael's Secondary School in
Al or Star and now a practising | awer in Penang.

"Besi des the acadeni c syl | abus, sports and religious classes both for
Musl i ms and non- Muslins, the cleanliness of the conpound and that of the



tuckshop was strictly maintained," said Sibert.

"We even organi sed nmass drills for inter-school sport events in the
stadiumin the early 70s," she said.

But she does not claimcredit solely for herself. "I attribute all these
to the nenbers of the school board, parent-teacher association and mny
former col |l eagues.”

Nevert hel ess, her services were recogni sed when she was bestowed the
Pi ngat Cenerl ang Kedah by the Sultan in 1977.

Si bert was born in 1928 in Bentong, Pahang where her father Hans Ernest
Si bert worked as a health inspector.

She began as a tenporary teacher in 1948 at St N cholas Primary Schoo
where she underwent training under the Infant Jesus Sisters of the
Convent .

Si bert becane a full-fledged teacher in 1953 and rose to becone
headni stress of the sanme school until her retirenment in 1983.

The New Straits Tines of July 4, 1983 carried a caption, describing her
retirenent send-off as:

"M ss Sibert was given a grand send-off in a beautifully decorated
trisha - towed by Grl Cuides, am d shouts of ~Goodbye' fromher pupils.”

Anong t hose who attended a thanksgi ving nass held at the school's chape
on her retirenment was then Bi shop Soter Fernandez.

Despite failing eyesight due to di abetes, Sibert now | eads a well -earned
life of peace and quiet with her long-tine faithful donestic hel per and
conpani on Phil onene Ch' ng, 64.

Cccasional calls and visits fromher former pupils serve to enliven
Si bert and induce a bout of rem niscence.
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