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Wio's the real Alijah Gordon?

By Sharon Nel son

SHARON NELSON turns the pages of the nenoirs of a remarkabl e wonan, a
chanpi on of downtrodden nminorities and, to many who nmet her, aliving
hi story unto herself.

LOOKI NG at the picture on the book cover, one wonders: has the fag been
Phot oshop-ed out ?

Here is a young Alijah, her face as yet unlined, her eyes intent as ever
and her fingers poised perfectly to hold a cigarette.

In the picture the cigarette is a phantombut in living col our, her
chai n- snoki ng woul d becone one of her nobst recogni sabl e trademarks, al ong
with her fierce passion for the Pal estinian cause

| first met Datuk Dr Alijah Gordon as a rookie reporter nearly nine
years ago. The substance of the assignnent is a blur; Alijah's furious
tenperanent is not.

She was kind to me - "You're new? Listen carefully." - and about one of
nmy col | eagues who had recently interviewed her: "Avery literate young
woman i ndeed." She was | ess so to one of her own col | eagues who was
conducting the Press conference with her.

"Tan (not his real nane)," she tried to cut himoff nmid-stream "Tan."
He bl athered on. "Tan ... Wth all due respect, SHUT UP."

| soon learnt that Alijah was one of the cub reporter's initiation
rites. She had little tine to spare and nade the fact known at once. Many
mont hs after ny first encounter, another reporter nmade his way to one of
her assignnments. She | ooked up at this tall young man, then all of 17
years old, and greeted himcurtly: "Don't waste nmy life."

It was six or seven years before | net her again. By this tine | was
i nvol ved with the books section of the paper and Alijah was | aunchi ng The
Propagation of Islamin the | ndonesi an- Mal ay Archi pel ago, whi ch she
edited. The invitation had been issued to my editor but a close relative
had died, so | was sent in her stead with an instruction to kirimher
apol ogi es. "Were is she?" Alijah denanded.

"Ch," she responded huffily, when | expl ai ned, as though mi ffed that
sormeone had thought to die on such an inportant day.

Then she peered at ne nore closely. "Wat's your nane again, girl?" |
told her. "I knowyou, | knowyou ..." She patted ny cheek so hard it
stung. | often wonder whether this was affection or revenge for failing to
nmeet her exacting journalistic standards.

Al nost everyone who nmet her returned with a scolding story. Wien Part 1
of her menoir, On Beconing Alijah, was | aunched | ast week by Tun Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, a few of her friends took the stand to share the
nmenori es of the form dabl e woman of action who di ed | ast Novenber at the
age of 72.

"The first tinme she called ne," said Tengku El i sa Bustanan, "was to
scold me for being late with nmy paynments."”

Li ke hundreds of other Ml aysians, Tengku Elisa sponsors a child in
Pal esti ne under a progranme run by t he Mal aysi an Soci ol ogi cal Research
Institute (MSRI).

"I admi red her tenacity, her perseverance," sai d Raja Ahnad Am nul | ah, a
guest at the launch. How was this nanifested, | asked. "Put it this way: |
never gave her my hone phone nunber."

On Becoming Alijah is a book of nodern history, painfully unfoldinginto
the gri mshapes we know t oday. Agai nst this backdrop was a spunky young



woman wi th a precocious intellect and a social conscience too big and
reactive for the small ness of beings around her.

She was born Shirley Doris Gordon i n New Jersey on March 29, 1929, into
relative wealth. But the Great Depressiontook its toll; the famly went
t hrough very hard times, which may have steeled to her to face sone of the
dire circunstances she threwherself intolater inlife.

Shirley (she | ater became "Shirle", and how this happened is worth
buyi ng t he book for) discovered activismearly inlife. Wen her not her
separated fromher father, she took young Shirl ey and her brother C arence
with her. For atime they lived in a bl ock of apartnents. The econony was
intatters and an exploitative | andl ord suddenly rai sed rents.

Livid, Shirley and two friends used lipstick - of all things - and wote
condemnations of the man on the walls of the bl ock's public areas.

Her weapons touched both ends of the spectrum Wen a bl ack famly noved

i nto a white nei ghbourhood, "I al so took ny father's shotgun and j oi ned
themin the house to confront the whites who threatened to burn a cross on
their lawn."

She wanted to read | aw at Col unbi a but was refused because of | ow nmarks
i nal gebra, which apparently indicated aninability to "think logically".
She took M ddl e Eastern/Islanm c studies instead and after her graduate
wor k, travelled through Egypt, | ndia, Lebanon, Burma and Mal aya. Al ways
she took the part of the minorities, those easy to i gnore. Al ways she
becane noti ceabl e, probably reasoning that if she got noticed, the issues
woul d t oo.

"She had an infinite capacity for getting into trouble," said Dr
Mahat hir at the | aunch. "She would call nme if she coul d. Sonetines, it was
possible to hel p her and sonetines it was difficult.

"Fortunately, | got made Prime M nister of Malaysia," he said with comc
understatenment. "I was able to disregard official reports - going by
them she woul d never have been in this country."

Those who t hi nk she orchestrated a useful alliance with the prenier are
gravely misled. He published in MSRI journal Intisari as early as 1964,
hi s approach, intellectual and noi sy, was astoni shingly |ike hers.

She was bani shed fromMal aysia in 1974 (agai n, buy the book). In 1982,
Dr Mahathir lifted the ban and she cane, in her own words, hone.

During her years away, the work of MSRI, which she set up in 1957,
continued. When her close friend Fati mah Haron went to visit her in
Jakarta, her |uggage consisted of 12 box files of MSRI's accounts.
Scrupulous to the last, Alijah wanted to make sure that the institute was
nei t her owed nor ow ng.

Her Pal estini an sponsorship progranme attracted a response from
Mal aysi ans of all faiths. Their aid hel ps about 200 Pal esti ni an refugee
children in Lebanon get access to health care, education and recreation
just tonane a fewfacilities. Judgi ng by the accounts of a few sponsors
on the day of the | aunch, they gain as much fromthe progranme.

She' s been accused of being a Zionist, an Arabist and a Cl A agent. As Dr
Mahat hir said : "She could not seemto get her identity right with
anyone."

Early on in ny career, one of ny editors told ne that if | could find
out who Alijah Gordon really was, he'd give ne a year's subscriptionto ny
favourite magazi ne.

| never did, of course. On Becoming Alijah: Part 1 doesn't answer any of
the tabl oi d questions, either. Init, she remains a curiously unanswered
guestion, pushing forward i ssues and forsaki ng the common ego whi ch
dictates all too many menoirs.

* “On Beconming Alijah: Part 1' is self-published and retails at RML40.

* The witer can be contacted at sharon@stp.com ny
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