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Tai pi ng boy nmaki ng waves down under

K. C. Boey

TAI PI NG born doctor Richard Li mSoon Huat is bridging the cultural gap
bet ween Austral i ans and Asi ans, and he coul d wel | become the next Deputy
Chief Mnister of the Northern Territory. K C. BOEY speaks to the doctor-
turned-politician.

RI CHARD Li m Soon Huat is a driven nman; driven by a passion to be "a
change agent”.

The idealismintrinsic to the H ppocratic oath that he took as a nedi cal
doctor would inpel himto drive change as a global citizen.

Yet the realismthat he has cone to accept as a politician persuades him
to work for change within the real ns of the possible.

But Lim the Tai pi ng boy who has worked his way to becone deputy | eader
of the opposition - potential Deputy Chief Mnister - of Northern
Territory in Australia, sees no conflict between the two.

"You need the ideals to push (the boundaries of) reality," Limtells the
New Sunday Ti mes fromhis home in Alice Springs, in the heart of the
Australian Central Desert.

Pushi ng t hat boundary, Lim drawing fromhis "privil eged position" of
havi ng been born Ml aysi an and havi ng i mrersed hinself in nmulticultural
Australia after 41 years in the | and down under, wants to be "a conduit"
for Australia into South-east Asia and Asia, and vice-versa.

"I will be able to open doors where others may have fail ed," he says.

Lim- now Ri chard Li mSoon Huat, with his given nanmes at birth witten
i n Chinese characters in the Legislative Assenbly of the Northern
Territory website - recalls the time when then Prine M nister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad (now Tun) stopped over to refuel in Darwin on his way
to Auckl and, New Zeal and.

Prinme M nister John Howard had just won Governnent in 1996. Howard's
state col |l eagues, then in Governnment in the Northern Territory, were keen
to hel p make an i npression on Dr Mahathir in building the relationship
wi th Mal aysi a.

Lim elected to the NT Parliament two years previously, was on the cusp
of becoming a mnister.

"The Chief M nister (Shane Stone) and | were on the aerobridge waiting
to greet the PM(Dr Mahathir) as he disenbarked,” Limrecalls.

"The CMsaid tone, | will greet himfirst, and then we'll walk to the
VIP | ounge where I will introduce you to the PM

"Who was | to argue? | was a backbench member in the presence of the
exal t ed.

"Anyway, the PMwal ked up to the aerobridge towards us. As he
approached, he stuck his hand out to ne and said, " You nust be Dr Richard
Limfrom Tai pi ng. W are al nost nei ghbours, and fell ow GPs. How are you?'"

That floored Lim Limwas not sure if nmuch could be made of that
neeting, but two years | ater he was abl e to secure an appoi ntnent for
subsequent Chief Mnister Denis Burke to neet Dr Mahat hir when t he Chi ef
M ni ster was goi ng t hrough Kota Ki nabal u on a visit to Sabah, Sarawak,
Hong Kong and Chi na.

Now i n opposition, with Lims Country Liberal Party having | ost office
to the Labor Party in 2001, Li mdraws confidence fromthose tinmes in his
guest to be a "conduit".

"G ven the opportunity, | believe | can (be a conduit)," he says before
setting off tovisit his fanmily in Taiping (early this nonth).



"Australia is nowny home but | feel an affinity for Mal aysia."

It has been a long journey fromwhen, as a 16-year-old in 1963, the St
George's Institution boy headed for boardi ng school in Brisbane.

At that time, the boy with the "gift of the gab” worked his way through
medi cal school at the University of Queensland, did his internshipin
Bri sbane, traineeship in Adelaide in South Australia, went into general
practice in way-out places, worked through the public systemin Alice
Springs, went back i nto general practice and, through his involvement in
comuni ty work and | ocal government, ended up in politics.

I n 2000, he becane the first mnister of Chinese descent - and first
expatriate Malaysian - in an Australian Government.

Last Septenber, he was made deputy | eader of the opposition. Limis
confident that next year the CLP will regain Governnent, and he will be
Deputy Chief Mnister.

Wthinthe triangle of influence between Sydney, Ml bourne and Canberra,
on the eastern coastal strip of the Australian island continent, the
Northern Territory may be no nore than a backwater of 200,000 people in a
popul ation of 20 million.

But Limis fervent, if nothing else, as a Territorian.

Non- Territorians may concede sonme value in the Territory - especially
its multicultural capital Darwin - as a staging post for Australia into
Asi a.

And Alice Springs is on the world tourist nap as the "sl eep town" for
the rock formation "wonder of the world" and spiritual honme of the
Abori gi nes.

They were hardly what drewLimto the Australian Central Desert. He'd
al ways had that trailblazer in him shunning the city lights for the bush.

By accident or design, fromlife partner to career choice and
recreation, Li mhas bucked conventi on.

At boarding school in De La Salle Coll ege doing his "subsenior"
preuni versity studies, and at residential hall Union College in
uni versity, Limwas deliberate not tolimt his associationwith fellow
Mal aysi ans and Si ngaporeans, at the ri sk of being branded snobbi sh by his
peers.

He married Sharon, a sheep farmer's daughter, after a "whirlw nd
romance”. They net at Mater M sericordi ae Hospital in Brisbane he was an
intern and she was training to be a mdw fe and there were the early
obj ections fromthe farmcomunity to "half-caste" children.

In January, they cel ebrated their 30th weddi ng anniversary. Limis proud
that he now gets on very well with his in-|aws.

He's proud, too, of the two "great young wonen" - Kinta Hui Hui and
Leti sha Hui Chen - that he and Sharon have, and a son - M chael Arne -
that they've cone to know over recent years.

At play, Limwould take to the skies. He is a pilot, having once owned
two aeropl anes.

He'd once put his love of flying to practical use, having been
desi gnat ed avi ati on nedi cal exam ner. And he'd been a nenber of the
International Fellowship of Flying Rotarians.

O his hunbl e begi nnings, Lim 57, would cry poor. Delivered by the
traditional mdw fe at the fam |y home - a Jal an | skandar shophouse - in
Tai pi ng, he renenbers growi ng up i n t he nei ghbour hood streets, frequenting
Bur nese pool and "any of the pools that we could get a group together to
go to".

"Even the town (Coronation) pool," recalls Lim "I did not enjoy the
“privileges' of the New Club pool until | returned for holidays from
Australia for the first tine after three years in Brisbane."

It was only then that the fanmily was "affl uent enough to attain



nmenber shi p" of the club.

LimM s contenporaries cycling to school fromthe fringe newvillages of
Pokok Assamand Aul ong woul dn't have t hought the |life of a town boy going
to school in a trishaw was one of deprivation.

H s father, Li mKong Chan, started out as a petrol punp attendant. But
the two-punp service station in Jalan | skandar, Lee Pean & Co, was owned
by an uncle. And the el der Limalso hel ped his father run a taxi service.

He wor ked his way to becoming a partner in Lee Pean, and was the driving
force in sending his six children overseas for studies, even if he m ght
not have paid the whole way for Lim

The el der Lim a Georgian hinself, had al ways wanted to be a doctor. He
was bright, and was a certainty to get a schol arship to study medi ci ne,
says the younger Lim

But World War Il intervened. The children came al ong, and his anbition
passed to driving his children to "succeed".

The el der Lim now 83, and wi fe, Phuah Saw Guat, 79, will celebrate
their 60th weddi ng anniversary this year.

"I grewup with the "know edge' that | was going to be a doctor," Lim
recalls of the time when he was no nore than five years ol d.

So it was that the young Limwas sent to school a year earlier than
nost. His family used its influence and he was accel erat ed t hrough anot her
year.

Thus, throughout Linmis years at St George's, he was al ways t he youngest
st udent .

Former school mat e Tan Kooi Chan renenbers "The Boaster" for his "gift of
t he gab".

But Tan, who now lives in Mel bourne, is surprised Limis in politics for
as he progressed through to his | ater years in school, he withdrew nore
into himself.

Tan, however, concedes that his is an observation fromafar. He had been
inschool with Limfromprimary school. But after Form Three, Tan had been
streaned into the arts, and Liminto science.

Sci ence classmate Ong Seng Say renenbers "a good friend" with a
t hought ful , generous nature.

Ong, now a pharnmaci st in Kuala Lunpur, tells of thetine Lims fanily
bought hima set of Encyclopaedia Britannica. Limwould invite his
cl assmat es hone to use the encycl opaedi a.

"There will be those who do not know hi mwell who m ght construe that as
braggi ng," says Ong, who with anot her cl assmate, Tan Choong Soon, went
with Limto De La Salle College.

Li mwas never one for whomit was easy to cultivate cl ose rel ati onshi ps,
as he hinself tells of his wedding "in the m ddl e of nowhere" in the
farm ng conmunity near Cunmins in South Australia.

Limwas alone in the groonm s party. "I was not too concerned to invite
any of nmy friends," Limrecalls. "Not that | had bosom buddi es."

Ong is not surprised. Good friends that they were through school,
col l ege and uni versity, they have not kept up with each other since their
parting of ways. But neither is Ong surprised where Lim s career has | ed
hi m

"He is determ ned in what he wants to achi eve," says Ong. "He
understands what it's like being in ateamto get anywhere; the inportance
of teamwork."

It was at Linls nudging that the two of themtook up lifesaving - for
whi ch Ong ended up as an exam ner of the Royal Lifesaving Society - and
hockey at university.

Ong attaches no significance in his tale of the young Lim s generosity
with his Encycl opaedia Britannicato Lims later life.



Yet the anecdote resonates with an epi sode four nonths into their stay
at De La Salle College, to dowith a historical figure that Li mtoday
continues to count anong inspirations in his life.

Li ghts out was strict in boardi ng school. But the assassination of US
Presi dent John F. Kennedy sent shock waves t hrough t he dar kened
dormitories

Li mwas caught with Ong's portable radi o under the bl anket and it was
confiscated. His pleadings to the dormnaster that the news of the
assassi nation was no hoax fell on deaf ears.

The fol |l owi ng day at assenbly, Limwas vindicated and had Ong' s radi o
ret urned.

The col | ege shared the Kennedy enjoi nnent to the nation in his 1961
i naugural address that till today inspires Lim "M fell ow Ameri cans, ask
not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your
country."

That sentinment drives Li mtoday.

Ask himto assess his achievenents and he starts with an exposition of
what he under stands of achi evenent.

"l measure achi evenent as being able to leave this place alittle bit
better than it was when | first becane aware of it," he says.

In that sense, "yes, | have (achieved)".

"l have contributed as a role nodel," says Lim "I have contributed by
having three well-adjusted children, all successful intheir careers ...
intheir awareness of their need to give back to their comunity."

A community is |ike a bank, Limgoes on. "One can only derive benefits
fromone's comunity only if one is prepared to invest init."

"Contribution" and "change agent" pepper the e-nmail nessages, tel ephone
i nterviews and conversations this witer shared with Limand others to get
a sense of the man straddling two cultures who sees hinself and all of the
various et hnic diaspora all over the world "having an obligationto
denonstrate that thereis nothing to fear in cultural diversity".

"In the ethnic mx of a nation, all nmen and wonmen are of goodwill,"’
asserts. "Only m sunderstandi ng causes di strust and t hus conflict.

"Politics is the art of consensus and conpromi se. It is behol den on all
politicians to use that skill to seek conprom se and consensus. "

As a doctor fromthe bush, Limis a "bleeding heart” on indi genous
i ssues, having "grown up in a cross-cultural environnent and experi enced
(Australia) as a nenber of the racial mnority".

"My former Iife in Malaysia rem nds ne of those who do not have; whose
lives can be bettered by not only opportunities, but access to
opportunities,” says Lim

"I bring that background to ny rel ati onship with aboriginal people in
Australia, no doubt the nost underprivil eged class of people in the
country."

So where to from here?

Limis in no doubt. He sees hinself as a role nodel for people in
m nority groups, that with education, perseverance and determ nation, the
opportunities are there to be grasped.

"l have the distinct privilege of (having been) el ected into Parlianent
by an el ectorate where nmy own ethnic representation is | ess than one per
cent," Li msays, by way of explanation that positions of influence are
achi evabl e wi t hout havi ng to be purchased, nor need for reliance on ethnic
support.

Li m

"When practising as a doctor, | felt that | was only able to influence
the lives of those patients that | | ooked after
"In politics, I can influence policies, even fromthe opposition ... and

t hrough our systemof national ministerial forunms, influence policies at



the federal |evel."

Popul ar culture may be prosaic in the national scheme of things, but Lim
is proud that he has been instrumental ininitiating one distinct feature
of the Northern Territory Parlianent.

It's the only legislative assenbly in Canberra and the States that has
its parlianmentary session opened each year by a lion dance, and to have
the lion dance performed in Parlianent during Chi nese New Year.

This is in recognition of early Chinese influence in Darw n, dating back
to 592 BC, as one study has it.

At atine of the biggest settlement of Chinese in Darwininthe |late
1800s, when many arrived as i ndentured | abour, Chi nese out nunbered t he
Caucasi an popul ation by six to one.

A nmenber of the lion troupe of the Chung Wah Soci ety in Darwin, Lim
takes part in the lion dance in Parlianent. Limis the vice-patron of
Chung Wah Soci ety.

Sabah knows Li mwel | because of dragon boat racing. He once | ed an NT
Gover nment teamthat won gold at the annual international dragon boat
festival in Kota Kinabal u.

And Limis held in highregard at the Mal aysia O ub of Queensland in
Bri sbane, which he is a menber.

Li mmay have spent one in five years of his |ife outside of his home-
town, but his roots grow deep. He visits every year or two.

He can picture hinsel f this norning gazing up towards Maxwel |l Hi Il from
t he Casual Market in Theatre Street, indul gingin satay, ais kacang and
nyonya kui h.
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