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Pat hma - an icon of nobl e causes

Philip Mathews

THE visitors are down to a trickle and a deepeni ng qui et has descended
upon house No 4 along Lorong Taman Pantai 6, the home of the late Datuk K
Pat hmanaban.

A twisted road sign, accidentally battered by an inpatient driver trying
to squeeze his vehicle into a non-existent parking space, stands as a nmute
rem nder of the day, six weeks ago, when hundreds of cars crowded this
usual Iy qui et nei ghbourbood of Taman Pantai in Kuala Lunpur.

Their occupants cane fromthe | ength and breadth of the country to bid
final farewell to a man they had all cone to |ove, respect and honour in
his 40 years of public life.

For the better part of two decades, the house had seen streans of
visitors - colleagues, friends, fellow politicians, diplomts, plantation
workers and rel atives - come and go, at all hours of the norning and
ni ght.

O those who cane seeking hel p, not one of themwould be turned away.
Every one woul d be greeted, feted and prom sed pronpt attention to their
requests and probl ens.

To all who knew him and to his electorate in Tel ok Kemang, Negri
Senbi | an, Kunj amboo Pat hmanaban, born at 10. 10am on June 10, 1937, was a
shi ni ng beacon. At 1.01 on June 9, 2001 the light went out.

During the intervening 63 years, this second-born child in a famly of
six, rose froma hunbl e plantati on background to carve a niche for himand
|l eave a lasting inprint on the fabric of Ml aysian society.

Mal aysi a shoul d have nore people |ike Pathma, said Prine M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad earlier this week when he opened the Ml acca
Mani pal Medi cal College, an institution of which Pathma was part-owner and
prime nover.

Overconming the stiffling norass of his early circunstances, the young
schol ar excelled in his studies, won schol arshi ps, and added a Harvard
education to cap his academ c acconpli shnments.

After his Bachelor's Degree, he was ready in 1960 to report to the
Governnent for duty.

He was sent to the Mnistry of Labour as a cadet civil servant.

Pat hma was to spend nost of his life in the Mnistry of Labour (and
Manpower) .

He al so served as Deputy Mnister of Health for a considerable | ength of
time.

Many t hi ngs changed rapidly. In quick succession, Pathma, having nade a
nane for hinself as a pronising civil servant, caught the eye of Prine
M ni ster Tun Abdul Razak and M C President Tan Sri V. Mani ckavasagam

They encouraged himto enter politics. He quit his confortable civil
service job, joined MC and stood for el ections. He won handsonely. That
was in 1974.

And then there was to be no turning back.

For the next 25-odd years, he would have his political ups and persona
downs. And vice-versa. But he took every twist in his career with
equani mty and grace.

Throughout this period, particularly during trying tines, some things
woul d al ways remain true to him H's friends would never |eave him his
principles would not desert him his energy would not fail him

It has been said of himthat he possessed i n abundance honesty, a strong



sense of loyalty and an endl ess capacity for hard work. He was ki nd-
hearted, and dedi cated to nobl e causes.

It has al so been said of himthat he could not say "no" to anyone who
went to himfor help. But that is not true. An inability to say No inplies
a weakness of character. The fact of the natter is he would not say "no'.
He al ways wanted to hel p wherever he could. An unw |lingness to say "no'
showsstrength i n character.

He may not have been quite ahead of his tinme, but he surely was very
much in step with it. He becane a crusader, for the cause of estate
wor kers. He becane a chanpion of their rights.

For instance, he lamented in 1991 the fact that the number of clinics
and hospitals in plantations continued to decline although public services
were increasing as the country devel oped.

It was only therefore in the natural progression of things that he was
| ater to be appointed to the Ml aysi an Human Ri ghts Conm ssi on.

But sonme things would not change. He had no ostentatious tastes. In his
house, his furniture and furnishing were sparse, but the design was
functional. Hi s living roomwas designed to accommpdat e groups of
visitors, while the rest of the house was designed to afford sone neasure
of privacy for his wife Prema and their three grow ng children.

The austerity of his house was a carry over of the austerity of his
early days at the plantation.

H s years at the Labour Mnistry taught him anong others, of the
virtues of the division of |abour. So, to his wife fell the task of
managi ng t he househol d and to be the resident worrier.

Pat hma had overfl owi ng conpassion for the poor. He worked tirel essly for
so many charitabl e causes, including the National Kidney Foundation of
whi ch he was chai rman

When struck down by illness and hinself was in need of kidney dialysis,
a friend asked himto avail hinself of the dialysis nachine at the Kidney
Foundation. He replied: "No, that is for poor people.".

Every encounter with Pathma was an engagi ng experience. A phone
conversation or a face-to-face neeting would not be a short clinical
affair. It would be an occasion for deep interaction.

He woul d debate, elucidate, bounce off ideas, encourage, share,
enpat hi se, but never criticise. No quick tenmper, no harsh words, no
rancour. Hi s was always the voice of reason. Invariably the conversation
woul d | ast | onger than you had budgeted for. But you were grateful.

No 4, Lorong Taman Pantai 6 continues to be the honme of his nother,
Madam Rogi ni, and his children Prasanth and Pranogh. His el dest son
Praveen al so stays there whenever he returns with his famly fromUnited
Ki ngdom where he now | i ves.

The words of Katharine G aham the |ate proprietor of the Washi ngton
Post, sumup the |ife of Datuk Pathma.

She said: "I becane absorbed by the challenge. | was trying to learn al
the tine. And | |oved what | was doi ng."

Yes, Pathma | oved what he was doing. And he | oved t he peopl e he was
doing it for.

Now friends of Pathma are planning to carry on fromwhere Pathma | eft
of f.
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