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Renenbering a great nan

Abdul I ah  Ahmad

AS | grow older, the nenories of nmy interaction with Tengku Abdul Rahnman
Putra Al Haj brighten. The Tengku once told nme long after he was out of
power, and poor me was in the political wlderness (reading for a Masters
degree at Canbridge), that the ability to forgive was the true token of
gr eat ness.

He was such a man, or appeared to be. His only son was in school with me
briefly at the Malay College, Kuala Kangsar. As Ceorge Bernard Shaw sai d:
"Remi ni scences nmake one feel so deliciously aged and sad."

When Tengku passed away in 1990, at the infirm age of 87, he was
remenbered as much for what he did as for what he failed to do. That was
surely a double neasure of his hunmanity: a recognition of his historic
acconplishnents as well as an abiding renorse anong those who |ived
t hrough his era over his equally historic failings.

I lived through that era, and did what | could in the creation of a new
one after he left office. The country was then under extreme duress and

sone have never forgotten. Tine has done nuch healing; enough, | feel, for
the Tengku to be commenorated for what he did right and forgiven for what
he did wong. | have taken part as fully as | could in this, the one

hundredth year of his birth, to keep his nenory alive rather than as a
dead presence in our school textbooks and historical tones

In the rather lofty semnars and forunms | have participated, | used ny
own first-hand know edge of himto put his legacy in perspective. Until
was invited |ast week by the DAP - which had once ruthlessly assailed him
- to speak on the occasion of his centenary, | hadn't found an audi ence so
germane for a fitting eulogy. Here is the text of the speech that was
delivered on ny behalf by associate editor Rehman Rashid at the conference
held in Petaling Jaya on Friday.

" Shakespeare wrote: "Some are born great, sonme achieve greatness, and
sonme have greatness thrust upon them™

The line is not fromone of the Bard's tragedi es, as one might expect of
so grand and true a declamation, but from his nost |ight-hearted conedy,
Twel fth Night - and it's delivered by a Fool

That, | suspect, would be an irony Tengku Abdul Rahman woul d have
enjoyed - for him it was all three

He was born great, no doubt. As a prince of the Kedah Royal House
Tengku never lost his aristocratic bearing. He was not a "man of the
people' so much as their father, Bapak Ml aysia: their |eader and
protector; their patron, provider and benefactor.

He was a kingly man, and history shows how necessary it was that the
gravitas of the traditional Mlay court be borne by the founding prinme
m nister of this country.

The Anti-Mal ayan Uni on novenment was not a peasant rebellion. It was the
rising of an entire society, top to bottonm a society conplete, fully
formed and deeply rooted; replete with a long history, a firmreligious
foundation, a devel oped community structure, and a sense of self-identity.

Tengku enbodi ed and personified all this. The Malaya he led to
I ndependence in 1957 | eft no Mal ayan behind - not the |owiest peasant nor
penniless imigrant, nor the noblest royal fanmilies. Now, this was
unprecedented in world history.

It is often enough remarked that Mal aysia won its |Independence wi thout
shedding blood in an anti-Inperialist war. That is, indeed, remarkable.



But we did it without running rivers of our own people's blood either -
and that is virtually unique, and as a result of it we prospered. Look at
those countries which achieved independence with bl oodshed. Many have
becone banana republics.

And that was part of the greatness that Tengku was not born to, but
achi eved.

See how he is renenbered today, here, on the occasion of the centenary
of his birth. The words used to describe his |egacy today indicate how he
l[ives on in our nmenory: as an icon of this country's potential for
har nony, happi ness and prosperity.

The enduring respect and affection for Tengku stenms from the two
earliest masterstrokes of his |eadership: first, assenbling the Alliance
of Umo, MCA and M C, whose founding ethos has defined Ml aysian
nmultiracialism ever since, and then, managing an efficient and business-
like transition from colony and protectorate to free and independent
nati on.

As a result, Tengku, Tun Razak, Tun Dr Isnmail and their crew had a
headstart on national devel opnent. They had no war rubble to clear; no
reparations to settle; no revolutionary ghosts to lay or reactionary sins
to expunge. Tengku and his team hit the ground runni ng, achieving
greatness internationally as well.

Mal aysi an foreign policy has long been a nbdel for the devel oping world
in pragmati sm farsightedness and enlightened self-interest. This was
established in our earliest years as a nenber of the world comunity,
following a course charted by Tengku Abdul Rahman. In this way, his
wor | dl i ness continues to stand us in firm stead today.

As a product of the pre-war world - and by birth, breeding and
circunstance positioned to experience it at the highest levels - Tengku
could see the road ahead far beyond |ndependence. Malaysia's highly potent
devel opnental conbination of vision and pragmati sm owes its provenance to
Tengku.

He ran the first leg of the accelerating relay that passed the baton
fromhimto Tun Razak, Tun Hussein and Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir today - and
will pass to Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi this Cctober.

Qur national orientation towards progress and prosperity through
t eamnor k, among ourselves and with the world, is part of Tengku's |egacy
to us.

However, there is also nuch that isn't.

This is, perhaps, the aspect of Tengku's greatness that was thrust upon
him He didn't care for politics, as aristocrats rarely do. He did not ask
for the |leadership of the Ml ays of Ml aya after the War; he thought he'd
tag along on a watching brief, just in case anyone asked for his advice

In a rare display of true vox populi, when Umo's founder Datuk Sir Onn
Jaafar parted ways with the party, Tengku was alnost literally haul ed by
his well-tailored lapels, thrust into the captain's chair and told to take
us to freedom

It was alnost a matter of noblesse oblige. And he obliged. And the rest,
of course, is history.

Per haps Tengku shoul d have been nore of a politician. Perhaps the
Si ngapore Story would have been witten differently, had Tengku been nore
of a politician.

And perhaps, had he been nore of a politician, he wouldn't have been
caught so unawares by the genuine Malay resentnment that ultinmately cost
him his | eadership of the party, the CGovernnent and the nation

But there is this to be said for the Tengku: he nay have been thrust
into power in the beginning, and thrust out at the end, but in between he
did wonderfully well by us, personifying this country as the best we could



be, as a people, and a nati on.

It is therefore bittersweetly ironic that we honour his nenory, now and
forever, because he was no politician. W renenber the Tengku for his |ove
of life, his country and its people, and for the things he would have
wi shed to bequeath us: happi ness, peace, harnony and prosperity. (Mre-or-
less in that order.)

For this, the menory of Tengku Abdul Rahman Putra shall always remain a
touchstone for all Ml aysians; a point of reference by which to neasure
how we have changed, or haven't, in the generation since his tine, and in
the tines to cone.

We renmenber Tengku for all the best. After all, he always seemed to see
only the best in us.

Thirteen years ago, Tengku left us for eternity. W nourn himgreatly.
He is greatest who is nost often remenbered in Ml aysians' good thoughts.
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