19/ 05/ 2004
Who renmenbers?

By U-En Ng
" REFLECTI ONS of Pre-1ndependence Mal aya' offers an insight into the
eni gmatic Datuk Jaafar Onn. U-EN NG writes.

A MERE hal f century has passed since the formati on of our Federation
and, sadly, for many those events signify little today.

How rmuch has been forgotten in the rush for material progress that has
been shapi ng our national consciousness?

Who remenbers that small, precious flanme of burgeoning nationalism- a
flame nurtured so long and so carefully by so nany lest it gutter and die,
or growinto an uncontrollabl e rage that m ght consune us entirely?

Who renenbers the promi se those times hel d? A promi se not of the
glittering, successful life that matters so much to us now, but of the
nere chance - inestimably valuable - to shape one's own future?

Who renenbers Datuk Onn Jaafar, the first Umo president - a man whose
brilliance, vision and honour gave hi mthe strength to shape events around
hi mjust as much as they gave himthe hunmility to be shaped by thenf

"This country and its people owe hima great debt," wites Datuk Mdhaned
Abi d, a nenber of Onn's extended famly, in the newedition of his book
Refl ections of Pre-I|ndependence Mal aya.

Encouraged by Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, the author wrote this work as a
col l ection of rem niscences - he enjoyed a cl ose personal relationship
with Onn's fanmily (his father having served as Onn's personal secretary)
as well as others such as Tunku Abdul Rahnman whose |ives have becomne
synonynous wi th Mal aysi a's history.

The new edition's highlights include val uabl e translations of Onn's
speeches and previ ously unrel eased phot ographs of Onn and ot her | um naries
of the tine.

"I't was hardly surprising that the younger generation of Mal ays knew
not hing of him[but] it cane as an even greater surprise to di scover that
some of my own col | eagues, people fromny generation, knewvery little
concerni ng who he was, |et al one what contributions he had nade. "

Mohaned' s conversational - anecdotal - style of witing will appeal to
many and his protests about not being a "proper historian” will go
unheeded. Proper history is dry and tedi ous. Mohaned' s accounts are quite
the contrary.

Each of his chapters deals with a person who knew or worked with Onn.
These portraits range frombrief but illum nating second-hand accounts
(such as the chapter on Sir CGerald Tenpler) to | engthier sections based on
the aut hor's personal experience.

Inits style and content, this book will prove invaluable to those keen
on understanding the the maturity of Onn's thinking and his courageous,
often difficult, and little-understood notivations.

Per haps t he nost fanobus (or i nfanpbus) of Onn's i deas was contained in
the speech he delivered to the Umo General Assenbly in March 1951, a
speech wi th reverberations that continue in sonme nmeasure to this day:

"Hi s i deas were too advanced for the Malay nmentality at the tine,"
Dr Mahathir in a speech included i n the appendi x.

"He suggested that Umo's doors shoul d be open to Mal ayans of ot her
raci al groups, nanely the Chi nese and the Indians."

The proposal proved unpopul ar and was defeated. Onn resigned the
presi dency.

"Hi s farsi ghtedness was not appreci ated, perhaps due to the fact that
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the Malays at the tinme were not prepared for such a visionary,"” said Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi in a speech |i kewi se i ncluded in
t he appendi x.

"Onn recogni sed this and realised that this was an obstacl e which could
hi nder not only his | eadership, but also the inplenmentation of policies
beneficial to his people. Therefore, he decided to vacate the post."

To Mohaned's credit, he includes this very speech in a collection of 18
translated for this edition with admrable clarity by Dr Syed Ali Tawfik
al -Attas:

"l have asked Umo nenbers to t hrow open the doors [of Umo] before they
are cl osed by soneone el se,” said Onn. (Incidentally, according to Syed
Al'i Tawfi k, Onn al ways delivered his speeches i npronptu.)

"Today, | believe that the representatives present here are al ready
awar e of [other people's] plans and proposals. These flowers wi |l bl ossom
and bear fruit. They pl an and propose to establish several political
parties ... which do not confine nmenbership to just one race, rather they
woul d throw open their doors to anyone willing to be |l oyal to the
Constitution approved by their party.

"W need to play the violin loudly to the tune of our song, let it not
be the case that sonmeone el se plays while we only dance to the tune."

Wth this and other stories, Reflections of Pre-Independence Mal aya
all ows us an otherwi se rare opportunity to glinpse into the our own past.

Mohamed has perforned a signal service in the cause of Mal ayan (and
Mal aysi an) history. Wiile his intention is not to answer every question we
m ght have about the life of this enigmatic | eader, it guides us well on
our path to understanding our nation and its history.

If we are today even half as mature in our minds as Onn, we m ght
perhaps finally claimour true |l egacy: the right to determ ne our own
futures.

Hi story. Who renmenbers? W will.

In a way, we nust.

* "Reflections O Pre-Independence Mal aya' is published by Pel anduk and
retails at RML60.

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