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Azi zan, man of character, calibre

By Kalinmullah Hassan

VWHO was Azi zan Zai nul Abidin that king and prime mnister, highest
executive and | ow sal ari ed worker turned up in thousands to pay their |ast
respects to when he di ed Wednesday?

He was seen differently by different people.

Second Finance M nister Tan Sri Nor Mhamed Yakcop saw himas "the
qui ntessenti al public servant of the hi ghest rank."

Nor Mbhanmed' s Cabi net col | eague Dat uk H shanmuddi n Hussei n sai d Azi zan
was "a man of calibre who | oved his race and nation".

Exxonnobi | Ml aysi a chai rman Rob Fi sher found him"a man of integrity,
honour and w sdont'.

And Shel |l Mal aysi a chai rman Jon Chadw ck describes himas "a speci al
Mal aysi an who has contributed so nuch to his country"

Mbst of us knew hi mas the chai rnman of Petronas, Mal aysia Airlines and
Put raj aya Hol di ngs. But he wore nmany ot her public service hats, accepting
every call to service froma Governnment whi ch recogni sed himas a
har dwor ki ng, honour abl e and decent man

He was 69, overseeing, as chairman, al nbst a dozen governnent-|inked
conmpani es, and yet, when asked to becone a nenber of the Royal Commi ssion
on the Police Force earlier this year, he accepted w thout a nurnur.

Yet, while those in the highest circles of Government and i ndustry and
t hose who have had the privil ege of working with hi mknew who Tan Sri
Azi zan Zai nul Abidin was, he renmai ned a facel ess public servant to the
| arger Mal aysian citizenry.

Perhaps, fornmer journalist Tan Sri Noordin Sopiee's description of the
man i s one of the nore succinct. Noordin said:

"Some men nmust be neasured by the scal e of their contribution; sonme by
the content of their character. Tan Sri Azi zan must be measured by bot h.

"He never sought accol ades. He never needed the Iinmelight to show him
the way to service and duty. To his | ast day, he was qui et and unassuni ng.
Never in the shadow. Al ways in the background.

"As ever, making a difference. History will not accord hima | arge
place. It should."

Yes, it shoul d.

For Azi zan was that rare breed of Ml aysi an who sel fl essly served his
country quietly but honestly, diligently carrying out whatever duties a
Gover nment, whi ch recogni sed his sterling qualities, heaped upon hi m

Azi zan was orphaned at a very young age. Born into poverty, he lived
with one, and then anot her rel ati ve, never know ng the constancy of a
nor mal hone.

These early years shaped Azi zan. He devel oped a steely anbition to exce
and di scard the shackl es of destitution. The testing life he | ed gave him
the humlity that woul d be his hall mark as he progressively made his way
up in later years

Fri ends and peopl e who knew hi mwel | recall that Azizan was ki nd and
gentle to everyone, be they his subordi nates, his peers or his superiors.

I n some ways, Azizan synbolised the "Ml aysi an Dreant

He was born in Penang in 1935, at a tinme when Mal ays on the island were
mar gi nal i sed and eked a |ife of meagre subsi stence.

Despite the subsistence-level |ife he endured, Azizan slogged his way
into the country's prem er school then, the Penang Free School. He went on
tothe University of Malaya in the 1950s. Not nmany Mal ays, especially



t hose who did not come fromnobility or royalty, had the opportunity or
nmeans for a tertiary education then

After graduating, in 1960, he joined the civil service.

It was here that he showed his nettle, devel oping a reputation as a good
admi ni strator, a man of honour and integrity.

He worked in different jobs but perhaps he became known to the top
echel ons of Governnent and politics when from1971 until 1984, he served
consecutively as principal private secretarytothree Prime Mnisters -
Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, Tun Hussein Onn and Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad.

Bei ng gate-keeper to the Prime Mnister is indeed a powerful job. Yet,
Azi zan' s name was never |inked to any abuse or favouritismin all ow ng
peopl e i nside those gates. In fact, as Nor Mohanmed said, Azizan's
reputation as the "quintessential public servant of the highest rank" only
grew.

On Wednesday, Azizan, working till the last, died.

Nor Mohaned, the | ast person to neet Azizan officially |l ess than 12
hours before his death, said "a man |i ke Azizan i s not born every day".

He coul d not have been nore right, especially in today's worl d.

When a man | i ke Azi zan passes on, it holds to reason that his country
becones that nuch poorer for the | oss.

Medi a and t el econmuni cation tycoon T. Ananda Kri shnan i s one of those
privileged to have known and worked with Azi zan for nany years.

One of the strongest characteristics of Azi zan, Ananda renenbers, was
that he was "extremely devoted to his wife, Puan Sri Noor Ai nee Che Teh
and his fam|y".

Per haps, say sone, because Noor Ainee and his three children are the
only fam |y he has really known.

The sad picture of an inconsol abl e Noor Ai nee at his grave site best
depi cts how strong their rel ationship was.

Asian WAl | Street Journal journalist Leslie Lopez had many encounters
and neetings with Azizan since the |ate 1980s.

He renmenbers Azizan as "a man whose love for his country knew no
limts".

Azi zan woul d get incensed, says Lopez, at the slightest inpropriety and
abuse of public funds.

"I always felt our country's resources (Petronas) were in safe hands
with himthere," Lopez said.

It was two days after Azizan's death and at the di nner where Lopez and
other friends were present, the conversation centred on the Petronas
chai r man.

Penang Port chairman Datuk Latif Abdul |l ah recalled that many years ago
he invited Azizan for dinner in Japan and ordered t he best abal one.

When everyone at the tabl e raved about the high quality of the neal
Azi zan politely enquired how nuch the abal one cost.

Latif was a little enbarrassed, because he knew Azi zan's dislike for
extravagance, but eventual |y reveal ed t he abal one al one cost US$200 per
person.

"I think he was only too happy that it was not Petronas or the
Gover nrent whi ch was paying the bill," Latif says, describing the surprise
on Azi zan's face.

Ananda sat on the board of Petronas together with Azizan fromthe early
1980s, and was hi s deputy chairman on t he board of Kual a Lunpur's nost
prestigious real estate devel opnent, KLCC

Ananda is quite affected by Azizan's death.

He says Azi zan was "one of the last of the classic civil servants ... a
very good admi ni strat or who made t he successful transitionto business”

Ananda recal | s that when Petronas and he agreed to jointly devel op the



multi-billion ringgit KLCC area, "we only signed a three-page menorandum
of under st andi ng".

It was based on this three-page agreenment and a gentl eman's handshake
t hat Azi zan proceeded with the highly successful devel opnent.

Ananda credits Azi zan as the man who played a pivotal role in the
radi cal re-organisation of Petronas of which he becane the first president
cumchi ef executive officer in 1988

"He created an organi sation out of Petronas. He got rid of favouritism
and all owed tal ent to energe and devel op

He was uni que; he did not play favourites. Everyone had a chance.

"When he was young, he was an el der brother; when he becane ol der, he
was t he father figure, always ki nd, always gentle, always responsive,"
Ananda recal | s.

But perhaps, says Ananda, it was his inability to decline the calls to
public service that finally wei ghed down on his health.

A selfless man with no interest in material things; a man who had so
much | ove for his wife and fanily; for his coll eagues and his country -
that is how Ananda says he wi |l renenber Azizan.

Besi des serving the three prine mnisters, Azizan was al so the powerful
secretary of the National Operations Council fornmed after the May 13 riots
in 1969 and was boss to a young civil servant assisting himcalled
Abdul | ah Ahrmad Badawi .

Thirty-four years |l ater, Abdullah becane Prinme M nister and Azi zan's
boss. But as ever, he was al ways respectful of Azizan.

Abdul | ah, too, |Iike Ananda, was visibly affected by Azi zan' s passi ng.
Hours after Azizan's funeral, he returned hone for an intervieww th
Fi nanci al Times journalists.

The first thing he said, as he shook hands, was, "W have | ost a very
good nman today ...a very good Ml aysi an. "

The integrity and dignity Azi zan brought to the civil service is also
reflected in the way t hat Petronas has expanded under hi s stewardshi p,
becom ng t he 186t h of the Fortune 500 conpani es and the nost profitable
oil conpany in the world today.

For the financial year 2004, under his gui dance and t he | eadershi p of
his protege, Tan Sri Hassan Mari can, Petronas recorded unprecedented

revenues of RWB7 billion, an increase of 20 per cent over the previous
year. Its pre-tax profits rose 39 per cent to RVB7 billion

Today, Petronas is the one real gl obal Ml aysian conpany with a presence
in nmore than 30 countries and is a source of pride to Malaysia and all its
peopl e.

In his last 16 years in Petronas, Azizan came under a | ot of pressure,
recal |l those who knew him But he was never afraid to stand firmwhen
others would try to curry favour and score points, says AWSJ's Lopez.

Trusted by Tun Mahathir, Azizan was able to let Petronas stay the
course. The professionalismthat people |ike Azi zan and Ananda br ought
into the Petronas board when Tun Mahathir revanped it in the 1980s
remai ned i ntact, says Lopez, allowing the oil conpany to thrive.

Lopez says: "He was one of the protectors of our country's resources."”

Azi zan was many things to his country, his people and his fanmly. He was
little heral ded when he was alive. Al npst an unsung hero.

But hopeful |l y, Noordin Sopieeis proven wong. Hopefully, Ml aysia would
accord Tan Sri Azi zan Zainul Abidin his rightful place in our nation's
hi story.

( END)
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