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Remenbering the pain of May 13

By Nurai na Samad; Azura Abas

LI KE many Mal aysi ans who have |ived through that dark epi sode i n Mal aysi an
history, Mnister inthe Prine Mnister's Departnent Dat uk Radzi Shei kh
Ahmad has kept a lid on what he went through on May 13, 1969.

Agai n, when others | ost their | oved ones in the coll apse of Bl ock One of
Hi ghl and Towers on Dec 11, 1993, he hid the relief he felt when his
daughter and her famly escaped death in that tragedy.

Now he feels he can tal k about how t hese experiences shaped hi s thinking
and outl ook on life.

| magi ne being a 26-year-old UK-educated | awyer froma prom nent Mal ay
fam |y, who had just becone a state deputy public prosecutor caught in the
heart of Kual a Lunpur on May 13, as he was watching a novie at the Federa
cinema with his wife and young daughter.

He renenbers the dress his late British wife wore, the nmovie they were
wat chi ng (They Cane to Rob Las Vegas), and the | ook on the faces of the
young Chi nese wi th headbands and bl oodst ai ned shirts as they herded t he
ci nema patrons down the stairs.

Radzi renmenbers how he kept calm renenbering not to give his ethnicity
away by uttering a word of Mal ay.

May 13 and t he weeks that followed were |ike a bolt of |ightning,
jolting himout of any upper-class conpl acency.

As for the Hi ghl and Towers tragedy: "Knowi ng that your daughter, son-in-
| aw and grandchi | dren coul d have peri shed when Bl ock One of Hi ghl and
Towers col | apsed makes you not only deeply relieved but feel so small,"
Radzi said. "It was God's will that they escaped death."

Radzi was in his new Perlis home, doing sone gardeni ng, when t he tragedy
occurred. Only when he turned on the television later did he | earn of the
t ragedy.

"My legs felt like jelly when | sawit on TV. My daughter and her family
lived in the very block that collapsed.

"Of course, | did not knowthen that they were not at honme when it
happened, " he said.

Radzi said his daughter, Karen, and her husband, Nasir, had been out
| ooking for a religious book for his grandson, Sean, and | ater decided to
visit famly friends in Federal Hill

"That was around the tine Bl ock One col |l apsed. | can only thank God t hey
were not there."

The May 13 tragedy had not stopped Radzi fromgoing for bigger things in
politics, but Hi ghland Towers did. He was all set to contest the 1995
general election but opted not to.

On Monday, he was naned Umo and Bari san Nasi onal secretary-general

At 62, though Radzi |anents that his workload noww Il not allow himto
indulge in his favourite pastines of golf and gardeni ng, he seens to have
conme full circle, if not by his own design

After all, there is a saying: "Man proposes, God di sposes".

Bel ow are excerpts fromRadzi's intervieww th NURAI NA SAMAD and AZURA
ABAS

Q Sone tine ago, you said that you and your famly no | onger found it
conduci ve and appealing to live in Kual a Lunpur, so you noved to your hone
State of Perlis. That coincided with your not being active in the party.
But it |ooks Iike you' re back in the Governnent and the party in a big
way. Does it feel good?



A: Ch, that was a long tine ago, but, yes it feels good. But let nme tell
you why | accepted the offers. Two things affected ny life. May 13 and the
Hi ghl and Towers (tragedy).

During (the) May 13 (1969 racial riots), | was right there. | was in the
Federal cinema watching a novie when the riots broke out. And I amhere to
tell the story. You knowit is along story. | have never discussed it as
it is - well, was - a sensitive issue. But now, it has been so long, | can
tal k about it.

And two, after | noved to Perlis, Block One of the Hi ghland Towers
col | apsed (on Dec 11, 1993). My daughter lived in that bl ock then with her
husband and son. | can only thank God they were not at hone when the bl ock
col | apsed.

These events changed ny Iife. The experiences al so enriched ne, as |
consider themgifts of God . | thank God that | amhere. As you know, |
have been out (of Governnent) for nmore than 17 years. | don't think anyone
has made such a coneback. Normally, when people | eave, they do not want
to conme back after leading a different kind of life.

Q Did you know you woul d be offered the secretary-general's post?

A It was not a surprise although it was quite unexpected. It shows
that Pak Lah has confidence in ne and we have cone a | ong way t oget her.

Qur fathers were cl ose friends and they both fought for the country's
i ndependence. As | have told Pak Lah, we are the seeds of Umo, so we have
to take care of Umo.

Q You couldn't refuse?

A No. O course, this entails alot of hard work and | know about hard
wor K.

Q You have kept a very lowprofile. After along tinme, you are back and
hol di ng an i nportant position. Some in the party nmay be unsure of your
capabilities. Sone are probably unconfortable.

A: | think | amapproachable. | ama good listener. | listen a lot
bef ore nmaki ng any decision. | think these are good qualities.

Q@ And working with Pak Lah, given that he is a close friend?

A He is a very easy personto talk to. | amvery grateful to him

Q One of the things you will surely have to face i s naki ng deci si ons
t hat are unpopul ar wi th, say, divisional |eaders. In Umo, | eaders seem
worried about nmaki ng enemni es of divisional chiefs.

A My responsibility is to the president and the party, of course. |
will use all mnmy experience, upbringing and knowl edge in lawto do ny j ob.

Q Do you think this a different Umo?

A. Oh yes, definitely. It is a bigger organisation now conpared to ny
father's time. There are about three mllion menbers. It is one of the
bi ggest organi sati ons.

Q This nakes the tasks before you daunting?

A: | would say, challenging. I amnot scared or worried. And no, not
intimdated. | will need to spend nore tinme after the general assenbly,
God willing, to go down to the ground and visit the divisions. | cannot do
t hat now because | do not want to be seen as canpai gni ng or favouring
certain people or candidates. For the tine being, | will spend nore tine
at headquarters to faniliarise myself.

Q Has Umo refornmed since the 1999 general el ection?

A Umo is currently at the top tier after w nning an overwhel mi ng
majority in the March general election. Umo is at its best formnow and |
have to maintain this. Not easy to do that.

Q But it feels good to have that responsibility?

A: Yes, but | nust pay tribute to Tan Sri Khalil Yaakob who was the
secretary-general for the past five years. He went through a lot, like the
1999 general el ection which was a real big blowto Umo. He was there to



hel p the party, and during the transition of power fromTun Dr Mahathir
(Mohamad) to Pak Lah.

Tun Dr Mahathir did his job very well. | pay tribute to these people
because they are Umo | eaders who brought back the party's good i mage.

Usi ng (Pak Lah's) personality, integrity and newinmge to create a wave
that really awed the peopl e and overt ook everyone in the 2004 gener al
el ection, Umo is now at its highest stature. And I amnow t he secretary-
general .

My God, it is achallenging job for ne to maintainthis! | nean, it's a
different thing altogether if you start fromthe bottom you can see the
i nprovenent .

Q If you have your way, how would like the party to be, given that Umo
i s known for perpetuati ng some very negative traitsinits culture, such
as the "surat |ayang" cul ture?

A: | have to | ook into the weaknesses in the party. As we progress, Umo
nmenbers are becom ng nore sophisticated and educated. Previously, nost of
our menbers were kanpung-based peopl e (and) nore loyal to the party.

Q@ They are not (loyal) now?

A: Ch no... | nean, they were nore focused on the party. It's a new ball
gane now. When people join Umo, they want projects. Wen they becomre
di vi sion chiefs, they want projects. Al these things, |ah.

Q That seens to be pervasive now?

A. Because the country has progressed and i s doing well.

Q What can be done?

A. W have to control it. Get things right.

Q@ You can do it?

A Yes. But it will take tine.

Q You won't be popul ar.

A: | amhere to serve the president and the party.

Q Wiat are the good traits in "Umo culture" that you think shoul d be

ret ai ned?

A. Tol erance. Umo has al ways been a very tolerant party. The Umo
| eaders in the suprene council, for instance, are very tol erant of other
races and about sharing things. Thisis agift tothe country. That is why
t he Chi nese and the Indians are very happy to work with Umo. They feel
very confortabl e.

Q People say Pak Lah is a nice guy.

A. Nice, but very tough!

Q Umo el ections are conmi ng. You have expressed your hope that the
election will be smooth. Are you expecting any probl ens during
campai gni ng?

A | hope not. W have |laid down the dos and don'ts.

Q This won't stop people fromtrying to circunvent the rules.

A. O course.

Q@ Is this acceptabl e?

A: No.

Q Wth the newadninistrationintensively pronoting transparency and
cl ean | eadership, indiscipline is not expected to be tol erated. W expect
the disciplinary commttee to be working overtime. Maybe. More than ever
now, the party will be taking conpl aints seriously. Have you net | eaders
totell themnot to mess up?

A | have not net any of themyet as | was only recently appointed to
the post. But | would like toreiterate here, to urge all those invol ved
inthe party's elections to adhere to directives.

Fee paynents have caused many peopl e to be unhappy. The reason is very
sinple. For exanmple, there are 200 nenbers in a branch and only 150 of
themare active. Wien el ecti ons cone, the i ncunbent's chall engers will



call back all the inactive menbers, and this can upset the results.

In Umo, there is no such thing as paying arrears. If you are inactive
for five years, not paying fees and not attendi ng nmeetings, it is okay.
When it cones to el ections, they will only have to pay the fees and cast
their votes. This is what nost i ncunbents fear. But winning and losing is
normal in politics, although to sonme people it is a way of life.

Q Can you tell us about your role as mnister in charge of |egal
affairs?

A | look after the Attorney-General's Chanbers, the insolvency
di vision, |egal aid bureau, the adm nistration of the court, the court
buil dings and all that, under ne, |ah!

But not the judges. | nust enphasi se that. The judges are i ndependent.
It'sabit difficult with the m sconception that the judges are under ne.
No. They are independent.

Q@ Do you think the criticismthat judges are not independent is just a
perception?

A Yes, it is only a perception. It is untrue. In our system of
denocracy in the country, there are three branches. The judges cone under
one.

Q And you believe in the i ndependence of the judges?

A Yes, yes. As a lawyer, | would |ike to enphasise that. Al though | am
a nmnister in charge of the law, | have no control over the judges.

Q Your relations with the Bar Council ?

A | have met with the Bar Council. | hope we will be neeting nore
often. | have a cl ose rapport with the Bar Council.

Q@ And that is essential to you?

A: Yes. The Bar Council represents between 12, 000 and 13, 000 | awyers.
They are anong t he bi ggest professional bodies inthe country. People
always think the Bar Council is with the Opposition. No, it is not. If you
viewit that way, it will be difficult.

| listen to themand, of course, they have to listen to what | have to
say as well.

It works both ways. If we respect each other, we can work better
t oget her.

If we do not talk to each other, how can we work together?

Q You know nost of then?

A Yes. And the judges.

Q You have been in the legal profession along tinme. Surely thisis
hel pful in your position now?

A Yes. It hel ps me understand ny work better, to work better with the
people in the | egal profession.

Q Do you now have the tine to do things you want to do?

A: No. Unfortunately, now !l cannot play golf any nore. And I can't do
ny gar deni ng.

Q Is your fam ly happy with your decision to return to national
politics?

A: No. Especially ny wife, who is a | awer. She does not | ook forward
to ny extra work.

(Dat uk Radzi Shei kh Ahnmad is married to Datin Mahani Abdul Hamid.)
(END)
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