30/ 08/ 2001
Sei ze the opportunities

I dros | smai

IN the days | eading to the proclamati on of Merdeka on Aug 31, 1957, |awyer
Abdul Aziz Zain, who was then 35, was preparing for his trip home from
Engl and. He had trained as a special prosecutor at the office of the
Director of Public Prosecutions in London.

He arrived in Kuala Lunpur on the eve of the historic day, beam ng with
pride but conscious of the challenges that |ay ahead for the fledgling
nati on.

Earlier in 1955, having just been admtted to the Mddle Tenple as a
barrister-at-law, he had nmet Tunku Abdul Rahnman in London when the Tunku
| ed the Merdeka mission of the Alliance Party to negoti ate i ndependence
with the British.

Azi z and ot her Mal ayan students in London had hosted a dinner for the
Tunku's del egation at one of the British capital's |eading hotels.

The significance of "independence" couldn't be better encapsul ated than
in Tan Sri Dr Abdul Aziz Zain's personal experiences. Now approachi ng 80,
he has lived through four col onial adm nistrations.

First, it was the British, then the Japanese. The Japanese entrusted the
civil administration of Kedah to the Sianese in 1944 when it dawned upon
themthat they were losing their grip on Malaya. After the Second Wrld
War, it was the British Mlitary Adm nistration. They were all foreign,
and all were calling the shots.

In the 1920s, Kedah was one of the unfederated Malay States in Ml aya.
Under the terns of the British-Kedah treaty, it had a British Advisor
whose "advice" was in effect iron-clad | aw

Kedah fol k, as were other Ml ayans el sewhere, were subservient to the
whi ns, fancies and decisions of their subjugator. The locals had no | uxury
of choice - they had to toe their master's line; they were there to be
seen but not heard; to obey and not to question.

That was the scenario when the young Aziz was growing up in Alor Star.
Born in 1922 and the son of a Malay school headnaster, Aziz was one of
five Mal ay boys fromthe prestigious Sultan Abdul Ham d Col | ege who
obtained a Gcade A in the Senior Canbridge exani nations, no small feat in
1939.

"The British Advisor called up the five of us. Up till then, for a
school to produce nore than one "A" student was unprecedented. The schoo
had achi eved the best result in all of Milaya," renmenbers Aziz.

"Either by design or otherwi se, the British had sowed the notion that
t he Mal ays were incapabl e of beconmi ng anything but farners.

"I'n school, we were told to take up either farming or carpentry as
hobbi es, as befitting our socially structured future vocations," he says,
illustrating the colonialist's surreptitious neans to perpetuate the nyth
of the hapl ess nati ves.

In their own inperialistic schene of things, the British were not keen
for the Mal ay nmasses to pursue hi gher education. Schol arshi ps were
reserved only for the "privileged" few each year, one's geneal ogi ca
| i neage being an inportant criterion in the sel ection.

"When | told the Advisor that | wanted a scholarship to study |aw, he
insisted that | followny father's path and be a teacher. | said "thank
you very nuch, but one teacher in the house is enough'," says Aziz.

"How di fferent it is today," he nuses. "Ml ay students today are given
al | assistance for higher education. But it's a shame that such help is



now taken for granted,"” he says, adding that "such apathetic attitudes
will only lead to nediocrity".

I f nothing el se, independence has proffered to the youths of the nation
the opportunity to chart their destinies, sonething that was so nearly
denied to Aziz.

He recalls his schooldays in Alor Star when he had to trudge siXx
kil onetres through padi fields and dirt roads to reach his school. It
meant waking up in the early hours of the morning and not be hone til
late in the evening. "One had to be nentally tough to persevere through
t he hardshi ps then

"School chi | dren nowadays have never had it so good. If a household has a
Mercedes and a Honda, they will insist on being driven around in the
Mer cedes, " he says. He doesn't grudge themthe good life but is concerned
that they are taking it for granted.

The Japanese invasion of Malaya in 1941 tenporarily put paid to Aziz's
| aw anbitions. He was absorbed into the Kedah G vil Service and served as
a "non-qualified" magistrate in Alor Star.

It was the start of a distinguished career in the legal field spanning
nore than 30 years, and culnminating in his becomng a (then) Suprenme Court
judge before opting for retirenent fromthe judiciary in 1972.

The war years were a bleak period in Malaya's history. It was al so then
that Aziz began to question his raison d etre both as a Malay and a
Mal ayan. "Nationalism took root in him(see story on Page 3).

The British surrender to the Japanese had debunked the nmyth of the white
men' s superiority. The Japanese occupi ers inpressed this fact upon Aziz,
al t hough t he paradox of the situation was not |ost on himthen.

Just nonths after the war ended, a new devel opnent crystallised the
upsurge of Malay nationalism lronically, it was the British who sparked
the ire and fuelled the sinmmering fires of the disparate Malay nationali st
groups all over the country.

The British government, through its representative, Sir Harold
McM chael , had earlier persuaded the Rulers of the Malay States to consent
to the formation of the Malayan Union - an entity that woul d have usurped
the powers of the Malay Rul ers and negated the special position of the
Mal ays.

In Alor Star, Aziz and other nenmbers of Saberkas swung into action to
protest agai nst the Mal ayan Uni on. Together with other nationalist groups,
Saber kas gal vani sed the Mal ay masses and set about pasting anti- Ml ayan
Uni on posters all over Al or Star.

Among ot hers, Aziz renenbers a young man by the nane of Mahat hir Mhanmad
who was actively involved in such anti-Mal ayan Union activities.

Aziz's nationalist activities did not go unnoticed by his British
masters. He was duly transferred to Jitra as the assistant district
officer. "I was not given any administrative work. Instead, ny job was to
drive a three-tonne mlitary truck and transport cattle and padi to Kual a
Lunpur," he recalls now w th anusenent.

Such di stractions did not douse his | aw anbitions which had si nmered
wi t hin hi mthroughout the Japanese Cccupation. Wth his basic law training
before the war, he was eventually appointed the Jitra district nagistrate,
al beit "unqualified".

One particular case in 1948 provided the spark that was to fire himinto
realising his anbitions. "It was an appeal case brought before the Chief
Justice of Malaya in Kuala Lunpur. He was sufficiently inpressed by ny
judgnent that he advised nme to resign fromthe Kedah civil service and be
formally trained as a magi strate in Kuala Lumpur."

Aziz later went on to beconme the chairman of the National Electricity
Board (now Tenaga Nasi onal Bhd) and was special assistant to Tunku Abdul



Rahman, who was then secretary-general of the Organisation of Islanmc
Conf er ence.

He refl ects on the prosperity enjoyed by the nation since i ndependence.

"The Al m ghty has blessed us with richness; first it was tin and rubber,
then oil palm W prospered even nore with natural oil and gas. There are
no typhoons or earthquakes here. The country enjoys a dynam c and
responsi bl e | eader shi p.

"l have had friends who surrendered their Ml aysian citizenship when
they mgrated to other countries. After sone years, they cane to ne and
asked for assistance to redeemtheir lost citizenship; they were even
willing to pay for it," he says wyly.

Refl ecting on his past struggles, Aziz hopes that Ml aysian youths today
will seize the opportunities given themand not take their good fortune
for granted.

"It is easy to be conplacent and think that everything will turn out
fine in the end, but '"there is no shortcut to success'."

It is pertinent to recall the |late Tunku's plea to the youth of the
fledgling nation on Merdeka Day in 1957:

"To the youth of this country, | have a nessage. You have a wonderf ul
future ahead of you. Unlike us, you have a country free from any
dom nation. You will grow up with your heads held high as masters in your
own country.

"As nmasters, you have your privileges as well as your duties and
responsibilities. The future of this country rests on you; whether our
star rises or falls, it will depend on you solely."
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