
Off by seven minutes... 
T H E history books say that 
M a l a y a became an indepen-
dent nat ion at midn ight on 
A u g 31, 1957. Th is may not be 
entirely accurate. 

It was seven minutes pas t 
midn ight w h e n the U n i o n f l a g 
was lowered a n d the Malayan; 
flag hoisted. 

But what w a s seven minutes 
to a populat ion wh i ch had 
been hungry for a taste of in-
dependence? 

After what m u s t have 
seemed to them to be aeons of 
struggle and negotiations, the 
founding fathers o f the na t i on 
w o n Independence. A n d the 
people wanted lo celebrate. 

Wel l before 9 p m on A u g 31 , 
they had: begun ga ther ing at 
the Selangor C lub padang 
(now Dataran Merdeka) for 
this momentous event. 

As anticipation swel led, the 
c rowd became restless and 
that caused the seven-minute 
delay. 

The Father o f Indepen-
dence. T U H J U I A b d u l R a h m a n 
P u t r a a l -Ha j , was mobbed by 
Malayans wa i t ing in the area 
as h is c a r drove up. T h a t , ac-
cord ing to The Straits Tunes. 
" t h r ew the scheduled padang 
p r o g r a m m e out o f gear" . 

I came across this i n f o rma -
t ion as I perused what I was 
told is the only r ema in ing copy 
o f the A u g 31 . 1957 edit ion o f 
The Straits Times. 

The Straits Times, w h i c h 
ro l l ed off the presses in 1845. 
is n o w k n o w n as the New 
Straits Times. Of course , y o u 
k n o w that. 

On the field itself, excited Al-
liance party members w h o 

M E R D E K A ! 
T H E T E N G K U ' S 

MOMENT 

O F T R I U M P H . . 

Al the stroke of midnight, a 
great roar tells the world: 

We are now a nation! 

The Aug 31,1957 edition of The Strain Times. 

cou ld not conta in the i r joy su r -
r ounded the Tunku , caus ing 
the loss of a l ew more minutes. 

I d i d net k n o w unt i l I r e a d 
that page-one art ic le that the 
recorded p lay ing of the na-
tional an them— .Negara Ku— 

w a s s topped for a f ew m inu t es 
a n d then re-started. 

The U n i o n f l a g h a d been 
lowered and the M a l a y a n flag, 
hoisted, s ignal l ing the person 
responsible for p lay ing the 
r e co rd to doso . 

That w a s w h e n someone 
spotted that the nat iona l f lag 
h a d not been proper ly hoisted 
a n d so the p l ay ing o f the 
record was halted" and the f lag 
fully raisedn before the re -com-
mencement of the song, to 

Feelings of our founding fathers 

our . Returning to the dais, the 
T u n k u w a s approached by a 
delegation of 24 A l l i ance 
Youth members w h o bore a 
$4,000 gold cha in and locket 
on a s i lver tray. 

Umno Youth l eader Sa rdon 
J u b i r placed the c h a i n a r o u n d 
the Tunku 's neck before c a l l -
i n g out thr ice : "Bapa Ke-
merdekaan Tanah Ayer ' ' (Fa -
ther of Independence). The 
Crowd jo ined h i m in g i v ing this 
honour to the K e d a h pr ince. 

The Tunku then addressed 
the joyous c r o w d o f M a l a y a n s 
o f a l l races who were eager to 
catch every w o r d uttered on 
this first day of nat ionhood by 
the i r beloved leader. 

Fo l l ow ing this, there was a 
march -pas t witnessed by the 
T u n k u , Razak , Datuk Tan 
Cheng Lock , Sambanthan a n d 
S e n u A b d u l R a h m a n . A n d 
what was the tune lo w h i c h 
they marched? Rasa Sayang. 

The Tunku left at l a m , fol-
l ow ing which the c r o w d dis-
persed . But the festivities were 
not over. The proc lamat ion of 
Independence and the pass ing 
over of the re ins of Gove rn -
men t by the Br i t i sh w a s to take 
p l a c e l a t e r i n the day. 

Mo r e than 20,000 people 
gathered at the M e r d e k a Sta-
d ium on the m o r n i n g o f A u g 
3 1 , 1 9 5 7 , to echo the I'unku as 
he shouted " M e r d e k a " seven 
t imes. A g a i n the n u m b e r 7 . 
I l i u m . There 's someth ing 
about the number 7... 

"No matter who you are. lire 
in harmony in this glorious 
land our o u r s " — T u n k u Ab-
d u l R a h m a n 

eryone happy . You must a l l play a 
ro le . Young people must play a role. 
Th is is a good country. We m u s t re-
m a i n uni ted and he l p each other, 
that is the only way," I reca l l h i m 
saying. 

Tun Tan S lew Sin, the then M in i s -
ter of Commerce and Industry, wrote 
in The Sunday Times that c o m m u -
nal ism was one of the greatest prob-
lems faced by the new nation. 

He went on to say: "It is obvious 
that each one of us must b end h i s ef-
forts towards ach iev ing a state of af-
f a i r s i n w h i c h e v e r y M a l a y a n w i l l 
r egard himself as a Malayan first, 
though there is no reason why he 

ated that we have p rob l ems , m a n y 
prob lems, w h i c h w i l l have to be 
faced. These are brief ly, r a c i a l unity, 
expans i on o f educat ion, improve-
ment of hea l th , insta l la t ion of water-
suppl ies , expans ion of the economy 
o f the country a n d soc ia l deve lop-
ment. 

"We have a lot of spade w o r k to do, 
par t i cu la r l y in impress ing u p o n the 
mul t i rac ia l peoples that this c o u n t r y " 
i s the i r home. " 

It is te l l ing that he placed " r a c i a l 
un i t y " at the top of the list of prob-
lems lac ing the nation.. 

I have had the opportunity of 

l ong after he ret ired from polities 
a n d I l i k ed w h a t I saw. Once, in 
M a r c h 1985, I w a s a m o n g m e m b e r s 
o f the Penang Indian Cu l tu ra l a n d 
A r t s Society who th r ew h im a b i r th -
day par ty at Ins house;. 
He was so pleased by the gesture, 

say ing thanks over and over aga in. 
As we chatted, he kept repeat ing 

that the only option for Ma lays ians 
was to work together. 

"We m u s t think Ma lays i an . We 
must l earn to l ive w i th one a n o t h e r 
This is our country. Whatever hap-

pens, there must be tolerance and 
we must a lways respect each other. 

"I am most happy when I see ev-

shou ld not retain his separate indi -
v i dua l culture at the same t ime." 

Tun V . T . S a m b a n t h a n . the Minis-
te r o f Hea l th , wrote : "The p rob l em 
o f Ma laya , then, i s not so m u c h the 
p r o b l e m of the treatment o f any 
pa r t i cu l a r c o m m u n i t y as one of the 
genera l p rob l em o f in ter - rac ia l h a r -
mony, unders tand ing a n d co-opera-
tion. 

S a m b a n t h a n added: " The p l u r a l 
society of M a l a y a str ikes a ba lance 
w h i c h is i ts strength — though it 
pe rmi t s o f the f ear c omp l ex be-

tween communi t i es wh ich , c ou ld be 
exploited by self-seeking commu-
nalists. 

AS they stood on the Se langor C lub 
f ie ld a n d later at the newly opened 
M e r d e k a S tad ium, w h a t were their 
thoughts, aspirat ions, hopes? 

The nation's f i rs t p r ime min is ter 
T u n k u A b d u l R a h m a n P u t r a al-Haj 
a n d h is A l l i ance col leagues h a d just 
eng ineered the depar ture of the 
B r i t i sh after 171 years on the coun-
try's soi l . 

Look ing at the i r speeches a n d 
thoughts then , one fact s tands out-
They w e r e most concerned about 
uni ty 

In an interv iew wi th The Sunday 
Times publ ished on Sept 1, 1957, 
the T u n k u sa id : ' ' I t mus t be apprec i -

w i l d cheer ing . 
Such things are to be ex-

pected. A f ter a l l , we must re-
member that, those invo lved in 
organ is ing the Ma l ayans w h o 
had gathered there were in-
toxicated w i th independence. 

At such a def ining moment , 
w h o c a n fully cont ro l h is ebu l -
l ience, h is fervour, h i s exuber -
ance. 

I w o u l d have been su rp r i s ed 
i f everything had gone, as the 
cl iche has i t , l ike c l ockwork . 
Fo r this e v en twas no c l i che . 

The repor t says that a 
" t remendous r o a r " greeted 
the T u n k u , " resplendent in a 
pale grey Ma lay costume, as 
h is car d r ew-up opposite the 
Federa l Secretar iat in Jalan 
Raja." The moment he ar-
r ived, the lights in the a r ea 
were s imultaneously s w i t c h e d 
off for two minutes. 

Then, ' 'as he p repared to 
walk down a h u m a n aisle o f 
supporters to the dais on the 
padang, the secretariat d o c k 
boomed the f irst notes of m i d -
night. The lights went on 
again.'' 

The repor t cont inues: "A 
mighty r o a r burs t f rom the 
c rowd , ming l ing w i t h the re-
lentless ch imes , as the Tengku 
(that's h o w the newspapers 
then spelt his name) stepped" 
towards the dais f lanked by 
Dato A b d u l Razak b in Hus -
sein, The Deputy President of 
U m n o a n d the Federat ion 's fu -
ture Deputy P r i m e M in i s t e r , 
a n d M r V . T S a m b a n t h a n , 
Pres ident o f the M I C . " 

The Tunku then inspected 
300 A l l i a n c e Y o u t h members 
who formed a g u a r d of hon-


