
Ronggeng at the Eastern and BB Park 
It was the roaring 20s of a different kind in Kuala Lumpur, 
watching a Bangsawan show, getting a ride in a red sports car, 
caddying for the Mat Salleh, fishing in the pristine Klang and 
Batu rivers, climbing fruit trees and generally enjoying an idyllic 
life as a young lad. Former director-general of Health Tan Sri Dr 
Abdul 'Coco' Majid Ismail, who turns 85 next month, regales P. 
SELVARANI with tales of growing up in the Malaya of the 20s 
and 30s. 

c ia l i t y " a n d c l imb ing frui t trees was a 
treat as there we re plenty of mem-
pelam (mango), mangos teen a n d 
r a m b u t a n . B u t h i s favourite was 
c l imb ing coconut trees. 

" W h y ? I don't know. I jus t enjoyed 
c l imb ing them, especial ly w h e n I was 
thirsty," he says. 

F i s h i n g w a s also a favourite w i t h 
the young Ma j i d w h o caught udang 
galah (fresh wate r prawns) , ikan keli 
(catfish), ikan baung, ikan putih a n d 
ikan betuk f r o m the H a n g a n d B a t u 
r i ve rs , a n d the m a n y m i n i n g ponds i n 
K u a l a L u m p u r a n d a r o u n d Selangor. 

"The r ivers then were a lmost c rys-
t a l clear. It was easy to ca t ch fish and 
prawns . We w o u l d also p luck pucuk 
paku (w i ld greens) a n d kangkong 
(water convulvus) w h i c h g r e w w i l d 
on the r i ve rbanks . 

He especia l ly t reasures the m e m o -
r ies of ikan betuk fishing tr ips w i th 
B a b a (h is father), a n d his Ma l a c can 
friends. Ca tch ing ikan betuk was an 

art. One h a d to use the eggs of the 
fiery kerengga (red ants) as bait . 
H o w d id they col lect the eggs? 

When lights were 

out, I would slide 

down the water 

pipe outside the 

bathroom window 

for a night out 

with some of 

the boys. 

Majid, in the St John Ambulance 
Brigade district surgeon's uniform, 
with his wife Khairany after Lady 
Mountbatten reviewed the Brigade 
at the Jalan Besar Stadium in 1947. 

" M y father, a n d h is f r i ends came 
up wi th an ingenious contrapt ion. 
They fashioned an upeh (a frond 
from the be te l n u t tree) into a funne l 
a n d t ied a piece of c loth at the end of 
it. This, was a t t ached to a galah (pole) 
w h i c h was used to jo l t the kerengga 
nest." 

W h e n the ants and the eggs fe l l in-
to the cloth, the c loth w o u l d be t ied 
and empt ied into a kerosene t in . The 
tin wou ld he lit a n d the ants a n d eggs 
would be burnt. 

"We wou ld th row the dead ants in-
to the p o n d to attract the f ish a n d use 
the eggs as bait. Somet imes; we 
caught up to 100 ikan betuk a day. 

' It was del ic ious, cooked masak 
lemak cili padi style, wh i ch was one 
o f my mother ' s special it ies." 

Majid's love for golf was nur tured 
when the fami ly moved into the S e n -
tu l Ra i lway quar te rs . There , he 
spent m a n y an evening caddy ing for 
the B r i t i s h tuans a n d mems at the 
Sentu l Gol f Course . 

Caddy duty involved not jus t lug -
g ing the golf bags a n d c lubs a round 
the course. He also f ash ioned the tee 
f rom little mounds of clay, a n d later 
po l i shed the c lubs w i t h Brasso u n t i l 
" they g l eamed so br ight I cou ld see 
my teeth reflected on them" . 

IN w ide-eyed wonde r , the pint-sized 
s ix-year-o ld stood transf ixed as the 
"mos t handsome young gent l eman I 
h a d ever seen" casual ly lit a do l lar 
b i l l and used the b u r n i n g note to l ight 
his cigarette. 

W h a t happened next also left little 
Ma j i d s tunned . 

T h e handsome m a n , w h o looked 
l i k e "one o f the f i lm stars on the 
handb i l l s pasted outside the Colise-
um c i n e m a ' ' , took out a f i s t fu l o f do l -
l a r s a n d th r ew t h e m onto the stage, 
shouting " encore " as the cur ta ins 
came d o w n on the chorus g ir ls who 
per formed between interva ls o f the 
B a n g s a w a n per fo rmance . 

So th is was the f lamboyant 
" D o g h a l i m " , a s A b d u l G h a l i m b i n 
Haj i Taib, one o f the sons o f K u a l a . 
L u m p u r ' s p rominen t Malay, bus i -
nessman , was ca l l ed . 

It was the k ind of life Majid Ismail , 
eldest of 12 ch i l d r en of a railwat ma-
chinist, had never even dreamt of . 

Dogha l im , w h o was the b ro the r -
in- law of Majid's aunt, Maimunah 
h a d ear l ier treated Maj id to a g r and 
mea l at this hilltop resident at Gu-

nong (along the present Jalan Sultan 
Ismail before taking him for a spin in 

his f lashy r e d open-top sports car. 
G u n o n g later housed the St Mary ' s 

Schoo l . 
"I have never seen anyth ing l i ke it 

before, or s ince," says the spr ight ly 
a n d u n a s s u m i n g octogenar ian as he 
recal ls h i s ch i ldhood in Kua l a 
L u m p u r in the 1920s a n d 30s. 

He m a y have come f rom a relat ive-
ly poor backg round , but g r ow ing up 
i n K u a l a L u m p u r w a s a n en r i ch ing 
and fun exper ience for Ma j i d w h o 
was b o r n in his grandfather 's house 
on Nov 15 , 1921 in K a m p u n g U jong 

Pasir at Kampung Baru. 
' 'Those were some of the most en -

joyable days of my life. There were 
lots o f fruit trees to c l imb and games 
to play. We played rounders , kaunda 
kaundi a n d gasing. 

"There was even a s w i m m i n g poo l 
n e a r the present J a l a n Travers police 
station w h e r e we schoolboys w o u l d 
go for a dip." 

C l i m b i n g : trees was Maj id 's "spe-



Playing golf with Tun Abdul Razak, Lee Kuan Yew and (former Singapore 
deputy Prime Minister) Goh KengSwee at the Bukit Timah Golf Course in 
Singapore in 1962. — Pictures by Shiraz Alt, from Majid's book, An Old 
Man Remembers. 

Majid (standing, fourth from right) and his hunting pais at Pudu Ulu where they shot two deer. 

Maj id was paid 10 cents, a p r ince -
ly sum back t h e n , cons ider ing a 
packet nasi lemak cost o n l y one 
cent. 

T h e golf ing ski l ls he p icked up as a 
caddy stood h i m in good stead as 
severa l decades later , in 1961 , he 
became the f i r s t M a l a y a n c h a m p i o n 
of the Sentul Gol f Club. 

B e i n g one o f the br ightest M a l a y 
students f rom the Segambut M a l a y 
School , Ma j i d was awarded a Se lan-
gor government scho larsh ip in 1932 
to study at the M a x w e l l Boys Eng l i sh 
Schoo l . The scho larsh ip was w o r t h 
10 do l lars a month , w i th seven do l -
l a r s go ing towards b o a r d a n d l odg -
i n g a t the M a l a y B o a r d i n g House in 
K a m p u n g B a r u . 

A boisterous chap a n d one o f the 
m o r e mischievous boys, Ma j i d en-
joyed hos te l life, a n d h i s exploi ts ex -
tended to the night. 

" W h e n l ights were out, I w o u l d 
slide d o w n the wa te r p ipe outside 
the ba th room w i n d o w for a n ight out 
w i th some of the boys. 

" M y exasperated mon i to r (Tan Sri ) 
She i kh H u s s e i n w o u l d lament : "Bu-
dak Maj id ni jahat, aku tak boleh ja-
ga dia (This boy Ma j id is so naughty, 
I can ' t contro l h im) . " 

I t was d u r i n g this t ime that Ma j i d 
learnt the ronggeng and ba l l room 
dances f r om the " t ax i dance r s " at 
the famous E a s t e r n Cabare t a n d B B 
Park , someth ing he st i l l enjoys. E v e n 
today, he never misses an o p p o r t u -
nity to tw i r l on the dance f loor w i t h 
his wife. 

Maj id 's excel lent g rades saw h i m 
enter ing the prest ig ious V i c t o r i a In-
st itution. 

In VI, he joined the scout ing move-
ment and spent many h o u r s in "p ro -
ductive a n d enjoyable" pursui ts l ike 
camping a n d jung le t r ekk ing . 

Ma j i d came out tops a m o n g the 
Ma lay students in h is schoo l f o r the 
Senior Cambr idge examinat ion . 

L ike the rest of the h i g h achiev ing 
M a l a y boys, Ma j i d h a d no say in the 
choice of a career . It was dec ided by 
the Secretary to the B r i t i s h Resident, 
Raja U d a Ra ja M o h a m e d . 

"Awak Majid, awak pergi S inga -
pura belajar jadi doktor (You Ma j id , 
you go to S ingapore a n d study to be a 
doctor)," sa id Raja U d a . 

"The quest ion o f whe ther we actu-
ally wan t ed to be doctors or eng i -
neers never arose, because as gov-
e rnment scho lars , we we re obl iged 

to accept whatever the government 
told us to do, a n d be grateful for it." 

Did he w a n t to be a doctor? 
"No , I wan t ed to be a distr ict offi-

cer. T h e n I cou ld get close to the peo-
ple. T w a s invited to j o i n pol i t ics by 
Da tuk O n n Jaa fa r but I told h i m that 
I w o u l d be was t ing my talent as a 
doctor if I were to become a pol i t i -
c i an . " 

Not surpr is ing ly , M a j i d w a s made 
social , secre tary at m e d i c a l college 
and h is college days were fi l led w i t h 
games, soc ia l dances a n d picnics . 
Bu t a l l that was t emporar i l y ha l t ed 
by the Second Wor ld War. 

Ma j i d r e tu rned to a h a r d li fe in 
K u a l a L u m p u r where h e a n d his 
cous ins g r e w tap ioca in the jung l e s 
o f J a l a n D u t a a n d a r o u n d K a m p u n g 
Pandan . T h e enterpr i s ing boys so ld 
tap ioca, kerosene , d r i ed f i sh a n d 
spa r r ows (as pets for r i c h chi ldren) . 

W h e n the w a r w a s over, Ma j i d re -
t u r n e d to S ingapore to complete h is 
med i ca l studies. He met h is wife, 
K h a i r a n y Mahyudd in , i n S ingapore , 
a n d the couple has th r e e ch i l d r en 
a n d 1 0 g randch i ld ren . 

D u r i n g his ear ly years as a med i -
ca l officer, Ma j i d took up hunt ing . 
The jungles o f P u d u U l u , w h i c h were 
outside K u a l a L u m p u r , a n d Ka jang 
were favourite h u n t i n g g rounds 
whe r e Ma j i d a n d h is f r iends shot 
w i l d boa r a n d deer. 

Ma j i d rose up the l adde r to be-

come the d irector-genera l of Hea l th 
in 1971. D u r i n g h i s tenure as d i rec -
tor-genera l , h e w a s large ly r espon-
s ib le for b r ing ing hea l thcare to the 
r u r a l areas a n d in t roduc ing pol io 
vacc inat ion f o rch i ld ren . 

Does he have any regrets in life? 
" T h e fact tha t I am not a greedy 

person , " he says w i t h a tw ink l e in his 
eye. "If I h a d been, I could be o w n i n g 
m a n y p r i m e proper t i es i n K L . " 

A Chinese bus inessman, whose 
daughter he h a d treated for p n e u -
m o n i a , was so grateful that he of-
fered to sell h i m some parcels o f l and 
in the city for a song. 

"I told h i m I h a d no money and I 
d i d not wan t to take a l o a n because I 
d id r i o t w a n t to be in debt. As c iv i l 
servants, we jus t d i d our j ob and d id 
not expect any monetary rewards or 
gains. ' ' 

B u t Ma j i d has been amp l y re-
wa rded , i n career a n d life. He also 
recent ly pub l i shed his memo i r s , An 
Old Man Remembers. 

For someone h is age, Ma j i d s t i l l 
l eads an active life, head ing severa l 
vo luntary organisat ions such , as the 
M a l a y s i a n H e a r t Foundat ion . He i s 
also the founder/chairman of the Se-
l e s a Hea l th F a r m a n d Gol f Resort i n 
Buk i t T ingg i . He attr ibutes h is good 
hea l th to his active youth a n d a 
heal thy diet. " A n d I exercise three 
t imes a week." 

Of course , that exercise is golf. 

On family, school, society 
and Coco the chimpanzee 

Health 
Chi ldhood i l lnesses that appear 

t o b e more a n d m o r e preva lent i n 
this m o d e r n day and age seem to 
have escaped me. Once, I had a se-
vere puncture w o u n d on my foot 
f r om a rusty na i l and I was b leed-
ing quite profusely. 

C ikgu H a m i d Yass in ca lm ly 
w a s h e d my cut , bandaged i t and 
sent me home on his bicycle. I 
wasn ' t g iven any injection or m e d -
ication but wi thin a week the 
w o u n d h a d hea l ed . I c a n on l y at -
tr ibute my resistance against in-
fection a n d i l lness to the hardy , ac-
tive lifestyle I l ed and the abun-
dance o f raw . g reen vegetables in 
my diet. 

Racial integration 
Our l i v ing condit ions (when 

g row ing up at the Sentul Ra i lway 
quarters ) were most cha l l eng ing 
by any s tandards . Despite t h a t , 
there was no animos i ty in o u r l itt le 
community . We accepted our 
ha rdsh ip as p a r t o f life a n d t r i ed to 
be as ne ighbourly too each other as 
possible. 

There seems to have been a 
greater to lerance in those adverse 
t imes than in the relat ively affluent 
l i v ing condit ions our country is so 
fortunate to enjoy today. 

The ch i ld ren in the Ra i lway 
quar t e r s ming led w i th e a ch other 
a n d that was h o w my Nya (moth-
er), my s ibl ings a n d I l ea rn t to 
speak some Tami l a n d Cantonese. 

"Nya learnt to cook severa l Indi-
an dishes like putu m a y a m , putu 
bambu, vadai, murukku a n d vari-
ous curr i es from the mothers of 
Suppan a n d M a n i a m . F r o m the 
Chinese ne ighbours she l earnt to 
m a k e gang tau foo a n d , f rom the 
Punjabi family, chapati and dhall. 

Family 
There were cer ta in pr inc ip les o f 

behav iour that Nya d id her best to 
inst i l in her ch i ld ren . For instance, 
b a s k good m a n n e r s s u c h a s g i v i ng 
a n d rece iv ing things w i th one's 
r i ght h a n d , hav ing respect for the 
e lders , be ing k i n d a n d he lp ful to 
everyone, a n d . most impor tant ly , 
a sense of responsibi l i ty and affec-
tion towards one's brothers and 
sisters. 

Education 
When I started schoo l , there 

w e r e no exerc ise books o r penci ls . 
We used slate boards a n d a s l i ck of 
kalam (made, of slate mater ial ) to 
wr i t e . Somet imes there w e r e not 
enough desks and benches and we 
h a d to sit on the floor. We went to 
schoo l s ix days a week, except F r i -
day. 

The syl labus was e lementary as 
it was intended to (according to the 
Co lonia l Government 's A n n u a l Re-
por t o f the F M S for 1920) : " . . .make 
the son of the f isherman or peas-
ant a more intel l igent fisherman 
o r peasant t h a n h i s father h a d 
been, and a m a n whose educat ion 
w i l l enable h im t o unders tand h o w 
his o w n lot in life f i t s in w i t h the 

scheme of l i fe a r ound h i m " . 
In addi t ion to l e a rn ing to r ead 

a n d wr i te , we were thought a bit of 
a r i thmet ic , some ga rden ing and 
even basket weaving. Bersenam 
(physical excercise) was a m u s t 
a n d I enjoyed it. 

(On his schoo l days at the V ic to-
r ia Institution) E a c h year, d u r i n g 
me s choo l concer t at the end of the 
f irst t e rm , the top boy f rom each 
f o r m wou ld be g iven the honour o f 
rec i t ing a poem before the whole 
school . 

Sadly, I f ind that many of the 
young people today, i nc lud ing my 
o w n g r a n d c h i l d r e n , a re not taught 
to appreciate the beauty of poetry. 
T h i s is, in par t , because o f the 
Structure of the cur r en t day schoo l 
c u r r i c u l u m . B u t a lso , I f ind, be-
cause te lev is ion has successfully 
que l led any inc l inat ion among the 
young to enjoy the wr i t ten wo rd . 

The teaching profession 
The teachers those days were 

m u c h m o r e ded icated . In fact, i t 
was the same for every other p r o -
fess ion. Everyone was dedicated 
to the i r j o b and ca r r i ed out their 
duties wi th responsibil ity. 

I r emember teachers l ike C ikgu 
H a s h i m , a n d M r G a n g a S ingh w h o 
was so str ict that we students 
w o u l d be shak ing in our shoes 
w h e n he s tar ted to speak. 

There was Mr F . Danie l f rom the 
West Indies w h o taught us Science, 
a strict m a n w h o demanded noth-
ing less than full attention. 

Ano the r S c i e n c e t e a c h e r , M r 
L im Eng Thye a lways wanteds to 

be sure everyone knew wha t he 
was teaching. He wou ld often t u r n 
and ask: "Do you understand, boy, 
w hall am ta lk ing about? " 

I enjoyed geography, especial ly 
m a p r ead ing and m a p d raw ing . I 
rea l ly don ' t know how geography 
is taught today as none of my ch i l -
d r e n a n d g randch i l d r en s e em to 
be able to d raw a decent m a p of 
Ma lays ia . They even have di f f icul-
ty l ocat ing ce r ta in key towns. 

Sports 
Sports p layed an integral pa r t in 

our educat ion at V i c to r ia Institu-
t ion. I was not par t i cu lar l y agi le in 

spor ts but I w a s good a t cross-
country as I h a d a lot of s tamina . 

In those days , i t mean t r u n n i n g 
on laterite g r ound in a c l o u d of r e d 
dust. I t was next to no effort f o r me 
to run f ive m i l e s r ound the pe r iph -
ery of K u a l a L u m p u r from VI, past 
Pe ta l ing M i l a n d t h e o l d C h i n e s e 
graveyard, a long L a k e Gardens 
a n d the p icturesque wh i t e -domed 
bu i ld ing o f the Selangor M u s e u m . 

On how he got the 
nickname Coco 

One of the seniors I at K i n g Ed-
w a r d V I I Med i ca l College in S inga-
pore ! dec ided that freshies shou ld 
re-enact Scenes f rom the mov ie 
Jung le P r incess s ta r r ing Doro thy 
L a m o u r . I go t the role of "Coco " ' , 
Dorothy's pet ch impanzee . The 
name has stuck s ince. 


