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Goi ng against the grain to win the peace

Yong Ti am Kui

INhis fifth and nost recent book Wra Tak D dendang (Unsung Her oes, )
Deputy M nister of Information and forner journalist Datuk Zai nuddin

Mai di n pai d special tribute to former | nspector-Ceneral of Police Tan Sri
Rahi m Noor and forner Special Branch Deputy Director Datuk Yaw Kong Yre
(left) for the roles they played in the surrender of the Conmuni st Party
of Mal aya. YONG TIAM KU net Yawto get this side of the story.

AFTER serving in the Special Branch for 28 years in 1983, Datuk Yaw Kong
Yew had had enough. He was calling it quits.

But, the hand of fate decided otherw se. H s application for optional
retirenment was rejected and he went on to play a pivotal role in the
di ssol ution of the Comuni st Party of Malaya (CPM in 1989.

It was a rol e that Yaw woul d not have thought of in his w | dest dreans.

He had spent practically his entire career in the Special Branch
fighting the CPM He had studied, interrogated and rehabilitated countless
har dcore Commruni st s.

O fering themthe olive branch had never been an option.

Yaw, who was serving as Seni or Assi stant Conmm ssioner Il and headi ng the
Speci al Branch di vision that handl ed the Comruni st threat at the tine,
recal | s how shocked he was when Tan Sri Rahi mNoor first brought up the
i dea of negotiating a peaceful end to the CPM problemin m d-1987.

"Before | could even get seated properly, he said he had givenit a
great deal of thought and he was going to finish the CPM probl emonce and
for all peacefully through negotiations.

"I was stunned! The thought that went through ny mind was this. “You're
so new. This is a very conpl ex problemthat even the British couldn't
solve. You are going to tell the generals that they have been doing things
t he wong way? This coul d j eopardi se your career!"’

"W got on very well. So as a concerned friend | said, "Datuk do you
really dare to do this? You will be branded a Communist!'," he adds.

Yaw says Rahi m s appoi nt nent as Speci al Branch Director in 1986 had come
as a shock to nany peopl e because he had no Speci al Branch experi ence.

Traditionally, only individuals who had served i n t he Speci al Branch
wer e ever appointed to that post.

"Many people tried to tenmbak hi mbecause he didn't have Speci al Branch
experience. "

And, barely a year into his job, Rahi mwas advocati ng peace talks with
the CPM - an idea that was al nost certainly going to be anathema to the
rank and file of the Special Branch, the police and the arny.

After all, the Comruni st | nsurgency whi ch began i n 1948 had cl ai ned t he
I ives of thousands of Ml aysi ans, npbst of themsol diers and policenen, in
particul ar Speci al Branch officers.

Internationally, the Communi st novenent had | ost all relevance with the
col I apse of the Soviet bloc.

On the home front, the 1, 000-strong CPMwas confined to thick jungles in
Sel angor, Perak, Pahang and sout hern Thail and.

To many, it look Iike the CPM s days were nunber ed.

It was felt that the CPMcould either lay down its arns voluntarily or
hang on till it was elimnated by the Mal aysi an arned forces.

"Traditionally, as nenbers of the armed forces, police and Speci al
Branch, our jobis to fight, elimnate and secure the capitul ation of
eneni es.



"To tal k about starting negotiations is a sign of weakness; you are
| osing the battle. When you' re wi nning, you don't tal k about negotiati ons.
They can either surrender or becone irrel evant."

But, Rahim an econom st by training, nanaged to convince Yaw of the
wi sdom of hi s proposal by pointing out the fact that the huge suns of
nmoney wast ed on fighting the Comuni sts coul d be used to hel p the poor
i nst ead.

Yaw says he felt "instant enpat hy" with Rahi mwhen he sai d t hat because
he hinmself came froma very poor famly.

"He started shooting questions at ne. Do you know how nmany troops are
depl oyed al ong t he border between Thail and and Mal aysi a and ever ywher e
el se?" He said we are contented because we have the situation under
control “but nobody asks at what cost! It's a total waste of noney!'’

"He said this is the corporate way of doing things. W have to | ook at
the cost and tinme franme i nvolved. It can't go on forever. He said he can
find a way to solve it peacefully and divert the funds to raise the |living
standards of the poor.

"Wth his nmanagenent skills and ny experience fighting hardcore
Communi sts, he said, we can work sonething out. He said he would talk to
the PMand the generals. "All | ask of youis to bring the CPM | eaders to
the negotiating table."

Yaw says he had to ask for tinme to work out a road map because this new
initiative of Rahim s i nvol ved a conpl ete change of tactics. All that the
Speci al Branch had done previously invol ved contai nnent of the CPM There
was nothing in the arsenal for a peace of fensive. They were noving into
uncharted waters.

"I told himl would do my best but don't think | can performmracles
because of ny 30 years experience with the Conmuni sts."

The first thing they did, says Yaw, was to make a quick trip to Bangkok
and sout hern Thai | and because he needed to | ook up his old Thai contacts
and sound themout on the possibility of nmaking peace with the CPM

They were fortunate because the Thais were al so thinking along simlar
lines after failing to crush the CPMmilitarily in 1986.

"It took thema whole year to learn that they couldn't doit. They had a
| ot of casualties because the CPMhad | earnt | andm ne warfare so well from
their Vietnanmese counterparts. So, they cane to the same concl usi on. They
al ready had a code nane for it - Peace in the South."

After spendi ng several weeks wi ning and di ni ng and soci al i sing with Thai
of ficers i n Bangkok and sout hern Thail and, Yaw says, he collected a | ot of
very useful information.

Wth that in hand, they were ready to brief the Prime Mnister. To their
relief, they found a very receptive audi ence i n Tun Dr Mahat hi r Mohanad.

"PMdidn't raise any objections. He said go ahead, get back to me if you
bump into any obstacles. W went back to himvery often. |I have to say he
gave us unwavering support frombegi nning to end."

The bi g break came when Yaw heard fromthe Thais that Chang Lin Yun,
Chin Peng's second-in-conmmand who was known as Siao Chang (little Chang),
had agreed to seek treatment in Haadyai, courtesy of the Thai Governnent,
because he was very sick.

But, just as he received that bit of heartening news, Yaw al so got w nd
of some very bad news. There were runours goi ng round anong t he Thai s t hat
he di d not represent either the Special Branch or the Ml aysi an
Governnent. In fact, they said, he was nerely an over-anbitious Speci al
Branch of ficer out to do sonethi ng spectacul ar to advance hi s career.

Thi s coul d have jeopardi sed the entire m ssion but Yaw nanaged to quash
the runmours by sinply having pictures taken with the PMand Rahi mand
di stributing themanong the Thais.



"I't was frightening. If the Communi sts had heard this they woul d never
be willing to come out and talk to nme. | told Rahimthe nost effective way
to deal with this was for us to take pictures with the PMand distribute
themto the Thais.

"On ny next trip to southern Thailand, | nade it a point to give a whole
stack of pictures to the guy who had told ne about the rumours and said,
"Please distribute these to all those peopl e who are spreadi ng the
runour'," Yaw adds.

He finally met Chang i n Haadyai in August 1988. Afirmbeliever in the
Chi nese adage, "|If you know yoursel f and you know your eneny, you can
fight a hundred battles and win a hundred battl es', Yaw prepared hinsel f
t horoughly. He researched all avail able information on the man

Chang was a fornmer school teacher, veteran Communi st and very
know edgeabl e i n Marxi st theory and i deol ogy. He had lived in China for
many years, had extensive international exposure and had attended many
conferences in China and Moscow.

"I knewthis was either going to nmake or break ny mission. | told him

"1 know your background very well and | respect you for that'. | went
through his whol e history.
"I told him "The problemis you may not know nuch about nme. | have been

appoi nted by the Mal aysi an Governnent to speak to you. | think that says a
| ot about ny character and integrity’

"I told him "1 don't expect you to believe ne wholesale. If you have
any doubts, you can refer to the Thais around you. | was supposed to
retire but | was persuaded to stay on for two reasons. The chance to
continue serving the country and if | had the opportunity, to help bring
an end to the nmadness and killing of each other. It's tine we calledit a
day' .

"I brought in the Mahathir factor. About how he was very strong
politically, his farsightedness and his | egendary bol dness. And, how he
had proven tine and again that he was willing to take big political risks
for the sake of the country.

" You al so have a Special Branch chief who nooted the ideain the first
pl ace. Baling took place in 1955. If you m ss this opportunity, you nmay
have to wait another 40 years'."

Yaw says Chang listened intently without a single interruption. He said
he did not doubt that Yawwas telling himthe truth but he could not give
hima definite answer. It was a coll ective decision that woul d have to be
left to the politburo of the CPM He said it would take two or three
nonths for himto cone back with the answer.

Yaw says this is probably due to the fact that CPMcouriers had to nmake
an overland trip to get the nessage through to Chin Peng in China.

So, he tried to speed things up by offering to fly Chang to Chi na. Chang
sai d he woul d think about it.

Meanwhi | e, Rahi mand Yaw deci ded to establish another |ine of
comuni cation directly with Chin Peng in case things got bogged down on
Chang' s si de.

Rahi m deci ded to get the hel p of Mal aysi an Chi nese busi nessnen who had
close ties with prom nent | eaders in the Chi nese Conmmuni st Party.

He felt that Hong Kong-based nagnate Tan Sri Robert Kuok was the best
bet .

So, they contacted Kuok and t hrough his good offices, Yaw net a hi gh-
ranki ng of fi cer fromthe Chi nese Li ai son Departnent, which handl es the
affairs of expatriate communi st residents in China, in Hong Kong.

"The first point he nade was that the matter was entirely an interna
affair of Mal aysia. The second point he nade was China's policy was not to
interfereintheinternal matters of any country. The third poi nt was



China's policy of always being supportive of any nove to sol ve conflict
t hrough peaceful neans.

So, the Chinese Government was very happy to know that the Ml aysi an
Governnent wanted to sol ve the CPMprobl emthrough peaceful means.

"He wanted to nake sure that | had understood hi mbecause he repeat ed
t hose points a second tine. He said, “you are on the right track. | think
you wi Il succeed if you have a little patience'. And then he left."

It was plain sailing after that, says Yaw. Chang accepted the offer to
fly to China to see Chin Peng i n Guangzhou and soon after the CPM
politburo agreed in principle to hold peace tal ks with the Ml aysi an
Gover nent .

"They sent a worman called Ah Yen alias Zainon to liaise with me in
GQuangzhou. They wanted to know t he precondi ti ons, agenda, issues, who w ||
be at the negotiations, where it will be held and howthey will be
treat ed.

"They had been treated very shabbily in Baling and they didn't want a
repeat. | told Ah Yen, "There are no preconditions. If you are not happy
you can al ways wal k away' ."

In the neantine, Yaw offered to fly Chang to Kual a Lunpur Gener al
Hospital for treatnent because the hospital in Haadyai was |acking in
facilities and couldn't do much for him

"Can you i magi ne? There was no peace accord. | could have tangkap him
Rahi m had sounded out Dr Mahathir already. | arranged all the travel
docunents and put himin a first class ward."

Unfortunately, the doctors at KLGH coul dn't do anyt hi ng for hi mbecause
his cancer was al ready at a very advanced st age.

At that point, Yaw says, Chang asked for a favour. He wanted Yaw to take
hi mal ong on his next trip to Guangzhou because he wanted to see his two
sons whom he had not seen for nmany years and seek Chi nese her bal
treat ment.

"I said | had to get permission. W went to see the PMand it was
approved. | brought hi mpersonally to Guangzhou. | pushed his wheel chair
all the way. Wien | handed hi mover to his Chinese handl er, he turned back
to thank me. There were tears runni ng down his face. He was very t ouched
by what | had done for him"

Fi ve rounds of tal ks between the CPMand the Mal aysi an Gover nnent t ook
pl ace i n Phuket; beginning in February 1989 and endi ng i n Novenber the
sane year.

Yaw says he was supposed to be on the Ml aysi an teambut he decided to
opt out just before the talks started. It turned out to be a fortuitous
deci si on.

"I told RahimIl could not be on the team | spent a lot of time and
effort to build up the confidence of the CPM There woul d be heated
argunents. Tenperatures would rise. | couldn't affordto lose their trust.
Nobody coul d repl ace ne.

"When | told Ah Yen | was not going to be on the Ml aysi an t eam and t hat
I woul d function as |iaison officer, troubl eshooter, adviser or whatever
you want to call it, she said in that case she woul d do the sane thing.

"After that every tinme negotiations got bogged down, the two of us
sorted things out."

Several very contentious issues were rai sed. CPMdenmands i ncl uded:
Recogni tion of the organi sation as alegal political party, abolition of
the Internal Security Act, denolition of the National Monunent, no
reference to be nade to either surrender or capitulation on the part of
the CPMin the agreenent, the right of return and residence for CPM
menbers, freedomfromarrest or detention on their return, financial
assistance for the first three years and the right to vote and form



political parties.

In the end all they got was this: Permissionto return to Ml aysia
wi t hi n one year of the signing of the agreenent and a nonthly al |l owance of
RMBOO fromthe Governnment for three years.

After the signing of the agreement between the CPMand t he Mal aysi an
Government in Haadyai on Dec 2, 1989, Yaw asked for pernmissionto visit
t he CPM headquarters in southern Thail and.

Critics had all eged that the peace initiative was not necessary because
the CPMwas already on its last legs. Yawwanted to see for hinself if
this was true.

"I wanted to see for nyself their state of affairs. Sone people said
they were al ready dyi ng of ol d age and their novenent was col | apsi ng.

"The other CPM | eaders opposed it. They said, "How can you allow a
Speci al Branch officer in our headquarters'. Chin Peng was t he one who
stepped in. He received ne with alot of warnmh. In fact everybody treated
me so warnmy. They all knew what | had done for their nurmber two.

"l was very inpressed by their norale. They were very well-organi sed and
t hey had so many young peopl e. Two Japanese sol di er who were t oo ashaned
to surrender to the British at the end of the Second Wrld War were their

armourers. Their home- nade weapons were very inpressive. | even had ny
dental check-up at their headquarters.
"I was there for three days and two nights. I'mglad | went because |

have t he phot ographs to show all those peopl e who sai d the CPMnenbers
were all old and would have died in their sleep.

“I"1l tell you frankly, |I have very fewfriends. Many Speci al Branch
of ficers refuse to speak to nme because of what | did. They think it was
wrong to negoti ate because t he CPMcoul d have been defeated militarily. O
course, they are entitled to their own opinion."

Asked i f he woul d have done anything differently with the gift of
hi ndsi ght, Yaw says: "Absol utely nothing."

"Everyt hi ng was done correctly to achieve the results we wanted."
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