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‘TUN Tan Cheng Lock (1883—

1960) became founding: piesi-
dent of the MCA in 1949,
Although he ‘was' 66 when
elected to the position, Tun Tan

was regarded as the only man .

able_to bring the Malayan
Chinese together in perhaps
their most trying time.

The post-war years and the
Emergency was a difficult and
dangerous juncture for the
community. The Chinese were
deeply divided and their loyalty

~ was under scrutiny.

Among the Chinese, only Tun
Tan had the stature to engage

with senior- Malays such as -

Datuk Onn Jaafar and Tunku
Abdul Rahman at -a. time of
imminent constitutional chan-
ges in the country. Strongly anti-

communist, he was also trusted.

. by the British colonial officials. -

-and politically united M ;

~

A - fifth-generation ~ Baba
Chinese from Malacca, Tun Tan

came from a family of traders -
and shipowners. But he gained -

his own wealth through ven-
tures in rubber planting, bank-
ing and insurance.

In 1923, he-was made a nom-

inated member of the Straits
Settlements Legislative Council.
Three years later and long
before others did, Tun Tan
spoke of a terrltorlally umﬁed

a speech to the counci
He also envisaged

self-government for a Malaya

that would offer democracy,
equality, and Justlce to all citi- -

zens.
Later, he joined the Malay

leaders - first through the All -

Malaya Council of Joint Aetion,

- which he chaired, and then the

Communities Liaison Committee
headed by Onn - to fight for con-
stitutional change and work
towards inter-ethnic coopera-
tion. He chaired the inaugural
meeting of Onn's ‘multi-racial
Independence of Malaya Party.
In the end, Tun Tan decided

that only a Chinese party could

safeguard the interests of his
community and that multi-eth-
nic cooperation was more likely
to be achieved through partner-
ship with Umno. With that, the
MCA joined with Umno to form
the Alliance, the precursor to
the Barisan Nasional.

Today, Tun: 5. acknowl-
edged as a fou father of
independent Malaya, along
with Tunku Abdul Rahman, Tun

Abdul Razak, and Tun V.T.

Sambathan.
Dr Lee Kam Hing had a chance

to interview Datuk Seri Ong Ka

Ting, MCA - President . and
Housing and Local" Government

‘Minister, on today’s MCA event -
to. mark the 46th-anniversary-of

death

Tun Tan Cheng Lock‘

IR —"

ever, the MCA is holding a"
commemorative gathering to.
its founding president
‘Cheng :Lock. What

, party . decide this
year to mark this date?

As-we approach our nation’s
50th year of independence, it is

an occasion to look back on its~

achievements. We . take this

opportunity to pay tribute.toall .

those who played an important
part in the creation of a unique

political .arrangement -of inter-

ethnic_cooperation and power-

~isharing. In particular, we want

to-remember their struggle for

e our independence. And among -

these menandwo
was a major figure

Tun Tan has be
as-ene of Malacca’s most illus-
trious sons and- a -Malayan

~ nationalist. He, together with

early Malay. political leaders
such as Datuk Onn and Tunku

Abdul Rahman, worked to lay.
“the foundation for our modern,

multi- -ethnic society.
It _would seem that few
Malaysians today: of all et
groups remember o

much about Tun Tan. There are.

some good publication on his
life and his hopes - of “a. ne:
Malayan natlon

“read the political writings and

. Can more be done; especially

through heritage bodies and

. learned societies, to promote

among the young an aware-

ness and knowledge of past

leaders like Tun Tan?
This is where history courses

" at school and university levels

can offer a broader approach to
enable the younger generation
to learn about, and appreciate,
the contributions of all those
who fought for the freedom of
this country.

Newspapers, television, radio
and ‘magazines can’ also con-

tribute. I hope to seesfilm and
television -companies draw
upon the . life ‘stories of

| ‘Malaysian leaders, past and

resent, as the content for some
eir programmes.

ese-leader who traced his
rooté-
Maliacca, and whose love for his
state led him to refer to it fond-
?‘fas “negeri bertuah”. In the
pre-independence- years, he

. was-already urging economic

assistance for poor Malays.
Likewise, non-Malays must

f .the . early Malay

d fork 1 ethmc groups

“Tun Tan, Malay students:
v oulg come to know of a

back to 18th-century

lalays, also saw Malaya as -

lyan nationalist

Tun Tan was certainly a
nationalist.~ His courageous
anti-communist stand was. cru-
cial at that critical period in our
history, when there were those
who doubted the loyalty of the
Chinese community.

It was Tun Tan, and the MCA,
who went around the country
to provide assistance to those in
new villages, rubber estates and
tin mines whose lives were dis-

- rupted by the Emergency.

Several hundred MCA mem-
bers were killed by the commu-
nists; in April 1949, Tun Tan

was injured in "an MCP
(Malayan Communist Party)
attempt on his life.

And so through him and the
MCA, the Chinese community

- had a leadership acceptable to

the British and the Malays, and
which they could work with.

Malaysia’s 50th year of inde-
pendence could be the occa-
sion to initiate some mean-
ingful projects centred on Tun
Tan. There’s not even a full
biography on him. Do you
think more could now be
done? .-

The party will be organising
seminars and: conferences on
Tun Tan-as well as on all those
leaders, - Malays . and non-
Malays, who. fought together
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for independence. But 1 would
like to see other institutions ini-
tiate events related to Tun Tan.
He belongs not only to the MCA,
but to the nation. The party

could help start some of these

projects.
For a start, we could. intro-

duce an annual lecture named -.
after Tun Tan, to which distin-
guished local and foreign schol-

ars could be invited to speak on

topics related to his life and

- times. H

. More ambitiously, we could .

set up a research centre, possi-
bly in"a university and named
after Tun Tan, devoted to

addressing issues of nation- °

building in this country. Or it
could be an endowed chair in a
university.

With that, scholars can

research his ideas and life-long

work and bring out publica-

tions that are accessible to the

public. His memory and place

~in our nation would thereby be

firmly established.

Tun Tan enjoyed close politi-
cal rapport with senior Malay
leaders. They discussed and
argued, sometimes heatedly,
on pressing issues such as cit-
izenship and the nation state.
But they appreciated one
another’s. hopes and aspira-

tions, and genuinely respect-

ed everybody’s feelings. Can
we learn from their example
and, through this, progress
further in our nation-build-

ing?

Tun Tan and:Datuk-Onn, as
well as the early leaders, lived
through. momentous periods in

history. They experienced colo-

nial rule, the Japarése
Occupation, and the
Emergency. For some of them,
those - were - hazardous. fimes.
They witnessed extremism, be

it the harshness of the Japanese,.
‘or the armed militancy of the

Emergency. =

- There had been inter-ethnic

violence immediately after
WWIL Tun Tan and Datuk Onn

‘saw death and suffering,.and

* these led them to-take a more

moderate position and look at

" the concerns of the other side.

They also tealised that their
common  goal- was to end
colonial rule and attain

independence. It was this
shared experience and struggle
that forged a bond between
them.

I was also struck by-how
humble they all were. They

.accorded each other = due

respect and showed courtesy
and generous hospitality.

stayed in Tun Tan’s house when
he was in Malacca. There was
real friendship, and even when
they were in opposite camps,
there was genuine respect for
one another’s political beliefs.”

In a recently published book,
one scholar suggests that dur-
ing the early years under Tun
Tan, the MCA agenda was
ambiguous. Was it a welfare -
organisation; a colonial tool
against ~ the “~MCP; a
Kuomintang organisation in a
new form; a communal reac-
tion in defence of sectarian
interests, or merely a seller of
Jottery tickets? In a sense,
these elements were all pre-
sent in the MCA then. How far
has the party moved away
from these images? - '
Even while under Tun Tan,
the MCA had begun to move
towards a more focused agen-
da. Tun Tan himself was aware
that the party had lost some
direction and was seen as
essentially a welfare organisa-
tion, But alleviating the suffer-
ings of more than half a million
Chinese displaced. by the
Emergency was still an impor-
tant task it had to engage in.
And the social welfare lottery
was introduced as a way to
raise money for welfare, ‘ed}lca—
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tion and even cultural activities
in the new villages set up for
thé relocated Chinese.
However, in September 1951,
Tun Tan reminded MCA mem-

bers that the party should not

limit its purpose to merely
responding . to the Emergency,
but also be a strong democratic
institution that is ready and
able to play a part in the
nation’s future,

In fact, he described.the MCA
then as a loosely knit associa-
tion of persons, most of whom
did not even know its basic
aims. Tun Tan took steps to re-
align the MCA from an essen-
tially welfare organisation into
a political party.

Today, the MCA is a strong
political partner within the
inter-ethnic ruling coalition.

- While defending the intetests
of the Chinese community
remains its core concern, the

N

party is also involved in educa®
tional, cultural and welfare
efforts, thus continuing a tradi-

tion set by the early MCA. And
like Tun Tan, we are clear about

our priorities.

As- a Baba Chinese from

"Malacca, Tun Tan hardly

spoke any Chinese dialect.
Some also thought he repre-
sented narrow Straits Chinese
interests. How is he viewed
today by those Chinese who
knew, or remember, him?

In his time, there were those
Chinese, especially the Chinese-
educated, who might have
reservations about Tun Tan
bécoming their leader when he
did not speak the language of
the community. But at that
point in time, he was the most
able and experienced Chinese
leader - someone acceptable to
both the British officials and
Malay leaders.

And Chinese business leaders
held him in high regard because
he was a successful planter and
banker. In overseas Chinese
society, the merchant class
assumed leadership of the com-
munity. '

Significantly, while Tun Tan.

spoke no Chinese, he strongly
supported - Chinese language
and education. He saw it not as
a communal issue, but believed
that in a free and demociatic
society, the people had the
right to study and use their
mother tongue. He was a great
defender of the rights of the
individual. ~ o
Furthermore, it was Tun Tan
who led the MCA to help thou-
sands of Chinese register as cit-

izens when the opportunity to -

do so was offered, briefly. ,
And he pleaded successfully
against the threatened repatria-
tion by the colonial govern-
ment of hundreds of Chinese

who had been detained during

the Emergency.
Chinese today who know of
Tun  Tan remember and

acknowledge that he fought for
the interests of all Chinese. He
is therefore well thought of.

Tun Tan was already a very
wealthy businessman: when
he entered politics as a nomi-
nated member of the Straits
Settlements Legislative
Council in 1923. He had also

been a teacher, having com-
pleted  his studies- at the
Raffles Institution in
Singapore, which few in his
day had the opportunity to do
so. Is the MCA attracting peo-
ple like him today?

Perhaps not quite of the same
calibre and stature as Tun Tan,
but men and women with
almost similar background and
commitment have been joining

-the MCA, and in increasing

numbers.

Yes, he was already very
wealthy when he entered pdli-
tics and he excelled in all the
fields he applied himself to. But,
above all these, I was struck by
the dedicated and honest
approach he adopted in all his
business and political dealings,
whether with the Malays,
Chinese or British. - ‘

It was this leadership quality
he offered to the Chinese com-
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munity. ‘ S
To him and many Chinese of

his generation, a role in public

affairs “was a responsibility.

Having achieved success in their
different fields and professions,

they felt incumbent to use their,.
wealth, time and skill to serve.
the community and the people. -

- Apart from Tun Tan, ther

were other Chinese of ‘similar’

conviction and commitmen
men. like Tun H.S. Lee, Yon

Shook Lin and Leong Yew Koh.. .-
‘Likewise, there were Malays:
such-as Datuk Onn, the Tunku, -

Tun Razak and Tun Hussein
Onn, who- felt that with their
education and status came the
responsibility of leadership.
Both early Malay and non-
Malay leaders seemed to sense
that they belonged to a genera-
tion specially entrusted -to lead
their community in a period of
political transition and that des-
tiny had decided that some of

them should lead the nation.to
independence. To them, politics
was a public duty.

As we approach our 50 years
of independence, we need to

_ recapture that spirit.

You are the first MCA presi-

“dent who can lay claim- to
* having a full Chinese-lan-
‘guage education. Tun Tan and

ose who followed him were
argely ~ English-educated
while the majority of mem-

‘bers are not. Does being

-Chinese-educatéd help in

today’s Malaysian Chinese pol-
itics? . ,
I am actually trilingual. I went

through six years of education

in a Chinese’ primary. school,

" after which I studied at a gov-
_ernment
under the English medium:

secondary ~ school

When I entered the University
of Malaya to do my Bachelor of
Science, it was in the transition-
al phase of changing from
English as'a medium of instruc-

tion to Malay. - ‘

That is, about 70% of the
courses were still taught in
English and 30% in Malay.

That makes me a trilingual
Malaysian. ;

Tun Tan demonstrated that
although- he came from' a
minority within ‘a ‘minority,
being a Baba Chinese within a
largély Chinese-speaking
Chinese community, he could
still play an effective role in
public life and eventually lead
the community. .

He showed that language is

" no hindrance if there is willing-
ness to serve.

I hope young Malaysian
Chinese can emulate Tun Tan
and his attitude. As a young

‘man, he was active in the

Chinese Chamber of Commerce,
the * Straits Chinese British
Association and the Hokkien
community, and the trusteeship
of community funds and tem-
ples ‘such as the Cheng Hoon
Teng, and various bodies with

cultural or humanitarian objec-
tives.

Tun Tan supportetl the work
of these organisations and he
did make a difference.

We are grateful to men like

him and those of his generation
who did it not for personal

interest, but for the betterment

of those around them.

More = young ° Malaysian
Chinese shouid be active in soci-
ety, and help those around
them who. are in"need, and
speak out on issues that concern
society and the nation. -

As MCA president, you have
assumed the mantle of Tun
Tan. What ideas and visions of
his inspire you most?

Tun Tan -addressed major

political issues concerning the
nation as well as.social prob-
lems affecting ordinary people:
Even as he spoke' in the
Legislative Council of his-hopes
for self-government and inter-

~ ethnic harmony, he touched on

tion for unit

the probléms of opium addicts

_ and the semi-slavery -status of

mui-tsai (bonded servant girls),
the hardships faced by Malay
fishermen, and the limited edu-
cational - epportunities of
Portuguese descendants -in
Malacca. '

Likewise, we in ‘the MCA
work ~within - the

lenges and opporttinities facing
our nation. But the party also

“helps to alleviate urban poverty,

improve the quality of life in
new villages, and reduce the
dropout rate of students.

. - Like.Tun Tan, who was con-
-cerned about education, we

expand college and university

opportunities and, at the same:
time, encourage lifelong learn- -

ing to enhance the quality of

life, - - R
We also assist young entre-

preneurs, especially those in IT,

to create start-up companies.

What these young men.and
women need are initial financial

Barisan -
“Nasional to tackle the chal-

- a true Mala:

support and business network-
ing. In a small way, we are help-

- ing young Malaysians of all eth-

nic backgrounds to become
competitive and-global.

Tun Tan is a good example for
our young today. As a youth, he
ventured into rubber planting,
then a very new industry. :

There were risks involved,

-but he displayed entrepreneur-. |

ial skills and a pioneering Spirit. |
He ventured into banking and
insurance, and eventually held
significant stakes in OCBC, the

" United Malacca Estate and Sime

Darby. We in the MCA hope our
young will emulate his unique
qualities. , ’
But -of Tun Tan'swision, 1.am
particularly inspired, and.1 am
sure others would be, by- his
hope for a united Malaysia with
aySian consciousness
among it§'péople. :
To him, it is a nation founded
on the will of its people to live
together harmoniously and to
construct a common future.
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