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It's MLES better than before

By Rehman Rashi d
AS with no other school on the justly-cel ebrated occasion of its
centenni al, doubts cloud the prospects of the Malay Col |l ege Kual a Kangsar

For all their citations in the footnotes of Ml aysian history, in 100
years there have been only about 7,000 Mal ay Col |l ege alumi. The 5,000 or
so alive today may | ook back in pride on the history of the school where
they spent their teen years being turned fromyoung nmen into ol d boys.

But their view ahead is shadowed by the irony that the Mal ay Col | ege nay
wel | have spent the past 100 years diligently orchestrating its own
obsol escence.

A century ago, the very idea of educating Mal ays was hotly disputed
among col oni al authorities. Frank Swettenham no | ess, was agai nst
el evating the natives above their station. He bade his officers consider
the "Bengal i Babu", that buffoonish caricature of the Wite Man's Burden
spawned by British education in India.

But the argunent went to the | ess vainglorious |Iikes of J.P. Rodger,

Sel angor Resident, and R J. WIKkinson, |nspector of Schools in the
Federated Mal ay States. There was duly established a school for the sons
of the Sultans in whose nanme the British governed their Ml aya.

While the British had cone to see i Mmedi ate and |l ong-termbenefits in
attending to the intell ectual devel opnent of their proxies-in-rule, the
sultans could see the witing on the wall, and that it was in English.

Perak's Sultan Idris Miurshid ul Azzam in particular, saw that the
British would have to be dealt with, if not on their terns, at least in
famliarity with them Not 30 years earlier, his predecessor, Sultan
Abdul | ah Muhammad Shah 11, had been bani shed to the Seychelles for
decreeing the nmurder of the first British Resident.

Abdul | ah's fate had shown Idris that the British could not be beaten by
strongarm stunts, but would have to be argued down and outwitted. This
meant | earning their thinking, beginning with their vocabul ary and
mensuration, a.k.a. the 3Rs.

Thus did the Malay Coll ege, which for a tine would be called the "Eton
of the East", conme to be in Kual a Kangsar, the Royal town of Perak. In the
first week of January 1905, in a nodest wooden house a 10-m nute strol
fromthe banks of the Perak River, the school began producing the Ml ays
first clerks, lawers and nen of English letters.

But no matter what they | ooked Iike as finishing students in London, in
their tweed suits, plunmy accents and Victor Mature poses, they felt in
full measure the inmpulse to self-determination that would | ead to Mal ayan
| ndependence in their tine.

The Mal ay Col |l ege did not fundanmental |y change the young Mal ays who
passed through, as is comonly said, except in the manner of all boarding
school s, by | oosening the tethers of family and | engthening the ties that
bi nd.

But this school would renove previously intractabl e inpedinents for the
Mal ays, whether nmired in the peasantry or narooned in the pal aces,
enabling its wards to be all they could be.

The British had | ooked to the Malay College to turn out staff for its
Mal ayan Administrative Service. In neeting that objective, the schoo
achi eved the goal of all education, which is to activate potential and
enpower its fulfilment.

After World War |11, as the British Enpire disassenbl ed and Ml ayan



soverei gnty becane attainable, the Malay Coll ege's nmeritocracy |ent
credibility to the |leadership qualities of its alumi; earned on |evel -
pl aying fields, genealogy irrelevant, and practi sed as assistant district
of ficers, junior magi strates and school t eachers.

Hence, in part, the natural ease with which, in 1946, aristocrat,
of ficial and MCKK man Datuk Onn Jaafar founded Umo, the United Ml ays
Nati onal i st Organi sation, which would then marshall the Ml ays' rowdy
upri sing agai nst the Ml ayan Uni on and shepherd it to denocratic sovereign
nati onhood in scarcely a decade.

Onn woul d be el bowed asi de on the way, but other MCKK nmen stayed firmy
involved in the processes | eading to Tunku Abdul Rahman's phot o-
opportunity of a lifetime in Merdeka Stadi umon Saturday, Aug 31, 1957.

Anmong themwas the second MCKK man to | ead Umo, Tun Abdul Razak
Hussein. As Umo's third president and the country's second prine
mnister, it fell to Razak to design and inpl enent a new national contract
after the Tunku's burnt to ashes in the race riots of 1969.

The Pax Mal aysi ana that has since guaranteed Mal ay survival through
shared prosperity with the country's other conmunities was signed and
seal ed on a Malay Coll ege man's watch, and the rest of us are drop-dead
proud of that, and in awe of him

O course, any conceit that only MCKK coul d produce Ml ay | eaders of
such calibre was thoroughly debunked in the Mahathir era. Tun Mahathir
Mohamad was anong those who did not care for the Malay College's hoity-
toity pride in the disproportionate role it had played in the country's
pre-1 ndependence rul e.

By the time he becane the country's fourth Prime Mnister in 1981, there
were w despread reservations over the clubby ways of MCOBA, the Ml ay
Coll ege O d Boys' Association, with its representation at the highest
| evel s of the nation's econony, politics, governance and nonar chy.

But MCKK nen remai ned ambitious for over-achi evenent in the
corporatising, privatising and massively expandi ng Mal aysi an econony
initiated by Dr Mahathir, whose designated successor, what's nore, seemned
destined to ensure that Malaysia's fifth prine mnister would be yet
anot her MCKK nan.

Dat uk Seri Anwar lbrahims initial upward nobility inparted a fateful
i nside-track cachet to a certain striped college tie, which by the early
1990s was appearing on Wednesdays in corner suites, boardroons, corporate
corridors and cronies' cranni es throughout Ml aysia, |nc.

Renong, buil ders of the North-South Expressway and the country's first
Mal ay privat e-sector nega-corporation, was prom nently hel med by young
Mal ay College mllionaires. Wien the conpany set up its head- quarters in
the MCOBA building in Kuala Lumpur, the two | ogos together seened to beam
a quiet triunph, if not outright dom nion, over the bustling hi ghways
bel ow.

(At MCOBA' s annual dinner in 1995, attended by nore than 1,000 A d Boys,
it was noted that the dozen of them seated at the Number Two table were
collectively responsible for RM0 billion. That was the No. 2 table; the
H gh Tabl e bei ng reserved, of course, for the Rulers, of whomtwo attended
t hat year.)

Then the Asian financial crisis and the tandem plummet of the ringgit
and Anwar's political prestige punched their lights out, and for a tine
MCOBA was a punchi ng bag and MCKK a punchli ne.

That's all history, too, now Dr Mahathir's retired. Anwar's out of
prison. The remnants of the 1990s' congl onerates are under new managenent
and doi ng busi ness here and abroad. The country is in good enough shape
for the Malay College to celebrate its centenary in all ponmp and
circumstance, in rightful recognition of the role it has played in the



maki ng of this nation.

For what was once a single wooden hut is now a dozen universities and a
t housand si xth-formcolleges. In 100 years, the Malay Coll ege has gone
frombeing one of a kind, to first anong equals, to one am d the
mul titudes.

Fully residential schools have becone anachroni sms. The basic reason for
their existence itself no |onger exists, nowthat no child has to live a
three-day wal k fromthe nearest classroom More pertinently, a boarding
school's way of cultivating individual self-reliance may not accord with
the famly's central role in society. (National Service is an attenpt at
conprom se. )

After 100 years as witness to and agent of this country's ascent from
col oni sed servitude to prosperous sovereignty, the Mal ay Col | ege today
wonders what would justify its existence for another 100 years.

MCOBA is therefore designing a new formof private-sector educationa
institution, to be raised atop the nation-building foundations |aid by the
Mal ay Col l ege in the past century.

It's called "M LES", for "MCOBA Institute for Leadership Enhancenent".

Infrastructure is envisaged for somewhere in north Selangor; architect's
drawi ngs depi ct a steel -and-gl ass buil di ng vaguel y evoki ng t he Greco- Roman
proportions of the Malay Coll ege's stately "Big School" in Kuala Kangsar.

But MLES is a K-econony concept, not entirely reliant on physica
pl ant.

The institute's students and scholars will apply nodern technol ogy and
teachi ng techni ques to advancing the nation's intellectual devel opnent in
all fields, regardless of which schools they attended, and no | onger in
the nane of the Mal ays al one, but of our Ml aysi a.

Wth MLES, the wards of the Malay Coll ege hope to institute a nechani sm
by which the spirit and role of their alnma mater in shaping the 20th
century mght survive the 21st.

This much of her should endure, we hope, even if the grand ol d dane
hersel f fades into an unsung dotage in a nation where preni um secondary
education has at |ast becone available to all, regardless not just of
birth and breedi ng, but equally of gender, religion, and race.

* The witer is a MCKK al unmus (Cl ass of 1972).
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