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Mal aysia Hall nmore than a nmere neeting place since colonial era

Ashraf Abdul I ah

CERTAI N t hi ngs just cannot be quantified by dollars and cents. Pride and
dignity, love and nost of all patriotismand nationalismare a few that
qui ckly conme to mnd

Falling within the sane bracket are history, heritage and senti nental
val ues. These are priceless treasures that can neither be sold nor
rewitten

So for the hundreds of thousands of Ml aysi ans who have wal ked t he
corridors of Malaysia Hall in London a million tinmes over, the
announcenent by the Education Mnistry on Tuesday that the | ease for two
of the four units of property housing the Ml aysi an Students Depart nent
and Mal aysia Hall will not be renewed, would come as a great shock.

Education M nister Tan Sri Misa Mbdhanad had announced that the | ease for
two units of the property, No 46 and No 47, would not be renewed when it
expi res next Septenber.

The Mal aysia Hall building consisting four units - Nos 44, 45, 46 and 47
- was leased to the Mal ayan Governnment in 1951. The | ease for units 44 and
45 will only expire in 2013

The London MSD office and Mal aysia Hall are |l ocated adjacently with the
departnent occupying two units of the block and Mal aysia Hall the other
t wo.

Come next Septenber, the canteen where Ml aysi ans neet will no | onger
exi st because it is spread across units 46 and 47. The hall where | eaders
hol d regul ar neetings with students will also cease to exist.

It may have been difficult but the Cabinet's decision not to renewthe
| ease for the two units spells the end of a | egacy. For many years,
students, on their own free will, gather at Malaysia Hall for festivals
and ot her auspi ci ous occasi ons.

The exi stence of the hall prevented Ml aysi an students, some of whom
were new to a foreign country and suffering fromculture shock, from going
astray.

Mal aysia Hall is also where they neet fellow students, |ecturers and
tutors fromother universities to conpare notes and exchange i deas. Sone
bring their foreign friends and | ecturers to experi ence scenes of
Mal aysian |ife and of course to savour the cheap Mal aysian food. This is
where nationalismis kept alive.

The property at Bryanston Square has seen historic nmonents tied closely
to the fortunes of far-flung Mal aya of the colonial era and the rising
fortunes of i ndependent Mal aysi a.

It was here that Bapa Ml aysia Tunku Abdul Rahman declared in 1956 that
Mal aysia woul d get its I ndependence fromGeat Britain the follow ng year

It was hone to hundreds of thousands of Ml aysian nen and wonen, | eaders
of the past and present who chose to pursue their education in Britain
Tun Abdul Razak, Sultan of Perak Sultan Azl an Shah and Sultan of Pahang
Sul tan Ahrmed Shah, to nane a few, were those who stayed at Ml aysi a Hal
at one time or the other.

Cone autumm next year the hall, described by a fellowwiter as "a
beacon of hospitality for Malaysians in London", will fade into oblivion.
When runours were rife a year ago that the Governnment ni ght not renew

the lease for the two units, Malaysians in Britain |launched a strong
canmpai gn to convince the Governnent not to forgo the Mal aysi an heritage.

They used the various channels to convey their appeals.



Some did it through the Ml aysi an H gh Comi ssion in London while sone
appeal ed directly to Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad during
his two visits to London | ast year.

Sone took the opportunity to raise the issue every tine a nenber of the
Mal aysi an Gover nnent visited London.

Spear headi ng the canpai gn was long-tine resident in Britain Datuk Yunus
Rai ss, who, despite living in Britain for the last 40 years, continues to
def end Mal aysia and Mal aysians in his little but meani ngful ways.

In fact, he is so defensive of Ml aysia, the Prime Mnister and the
Governnment that the British Press has stopped inviting himfor tel evision
shows and Press interviews - accusing himof being biased.

Yunus i s best remenbered for taking on the then Sunday Tinmes Editor
Andrew Neil, who had accused Ml aysi an | eaders of receiving kickbacks in
the aid-for-arnms issue in 1994.

For Yunus, the first Ml aysian to open an English college in London, to
be made magi strate and Justice of Peace, |osing Mal aysia Hall would
di sappoi nt every Ml aysi an who had |ived, worked or studied in Britain

Mal aysia Hall serves a great purpose to Mal aysian students there. It
adds dignity to Malaysians in England. That is where Ml aysi ans neet and
soci alise. There is no other place in London where Ml aysi ans are so much
Mal aysi an, able to speak their own | anguage and eat their own food.

Mal aysia Hall is also a place for Malaysians to keep in touch with hone.
The Governnent's decision not to renew the | ease, woul d deprive nmany
Mal aysi ans of a place of their own because the canteen and hall are the
two nost inportant neeting places.

In terns of the cost of keeping Malaysia Hall, it is a pittance conpared
to the benefits it gives to Malaysians in Britain, argues Yunus.

Al t hough the | andlord, Portrman Settled Estate Ltd, may be asking an
annual rental fee of STG300, 000 (about RML.74 million), it has been said
by many that MSD coul d make far higher profits.

If the Governnent is going to spend STGLO million to buy a new property,
why not just invest part of it on the hall to yield an incone.

It has been said there are parties just waiting eagerly for MSD to nove
out .
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