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FOR Dr Ooi Kee Beng; writing
the biography of former deputy
prime minister and home min-
ister Tun Dr Ismail Abdul
Rahman, and for son Tawfik,
helping the writer do his job, it
was a voyage of discovery.

Ooi found in’ Ismail a man
with a multi-cultural outlook;
who fought off the demands of
radical Malays following the May
13 incident, and Tawlfik discov-
ered that his strict father was a
much-respected public servant.

-In going through Ismail’s
unpublished memoir and private
papers, the writer, among other
things, found that the New
Economic Policy (NEP) was
meant to rectify the economic
imbalance caused by colonial
policies and was never meant to
be permanent. -

And in'his book, The Reluctant
Politician: Tun Dr Ismail and His
Time, he'quoted extensively from
the late politician’s notes that the
NEP was necessary to stop racial
clashes like the ones that took
place in May 1969 from ever hap-
pening again.

. “The NEP was meant to solve
(a problem) and not to be made
‘permanent,” Ooi said in a
recent interview. “It was a social-
ist or a leftist solution”

The book, which hit the
market last week, was written
based on Ismail’s private papers
and intervievs with his relatives,
friends and colleagues.

Ismail - a passionate: golfer
- used a golfing metaphor to

describe the NEP. He told his -

good friend Philip Kuok -
brother of tycoon Robert Kuok -
that the NEP was like a handi-
cap in golf which “will enable
them to be good players,.as in
‘golf, and in time the handicap

will be removed. The Malays
must not think of these privileges
as permanent: for then, they will

.mot put effort into their tasks. In

fact, it is an insult for Malays to

be getting these privileges?”
Tawifik, who assisted Ooi in

arranging interviews with

Ismail’s old friends and col="

leagues and sat in during some
of the interviews, said the process
was a journey of discovery about
his father.

“After 30 years, I think it’s like
a rediscovery. Things about him
that I never dreamed of ... by talk-
ing to his friends, you get the
impression, ‘Wow, these people
can remember him after 30
years! Meaning he must have had
an impact on their lives”

Ooi, who is a fellow of

Singapore’s Institute of Southeast -

Asian Studies, said the political
impact of the book weuld shape
how Malaysians rethink what
Malaysia is about.

“Why did we fight for
Merdeka? So that the different
races can be. divided? That can’t

be the way, right? That can’t be_

why all these great Malay and

* Umno leaders fought for this :..

Somethjng is wrong,” Ismail had
said-

“l hope the new discussions
will start. Why are we building
Malaysia? What Malaysia are we
building? What kind of symbol
is Malaysia supposed to be?” he
asked.

Ooti said the book, hopefully,
will remind readers of the

~ dreams and the struggles of past

leaders, for instance their

vision of inter-ethnic relations:
“He (Ismail) was usually con-

sidered as a very good Malay

- leader. But Ismail knew that

Malaysia is full of non-Malays.
Thats the fact of it.
“So -if you want to build a
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Malaysia, you cannot be a total-
ly Malay ‘country,” he said. That
swas also the reason why Ismail
believed in the concept of the
Alliance.

Ooi, who called Ismail-a-

“reluctant politician”, said the
former home minister also never
cultivated a following. There
were no “Ismail’s men?”.

“He was there to build the
country. That’s it. He was actu-
ally a reluctant politician. So he
wasn’t a ‘politician in the sense
that he didn’t cultivate ‘my peo-
ple’. He didn’t care whether he
made friends or not. That kind
of person wasn’t very popular,”
he said.

Another outcome of the book,
Qoi said, was that it “would make
former premier Tun Abdul
Razak, who depended greatly.on
Ismail, more human”.

“In this book, Razak was
also weak. Until mow, I think

"Razak is god (for many people).

He’s a symbol of something: This
book will help make him human
as well. People may even love
him more,” he said.

Ooi said the time after the
May 13, 1969 racial clashes and
the 1973-76 period were impor-
tant years that needed to be

.

“In going
through

Ismail’s ,
unpublished
memoir and
private papers, .
the writer - - .~
Jound that the
New Economic
Policy (NEP)
was meant to
rectify the
economic
imbalance
caused by
colonial
policies and
was never
meant to be
permanent.”

researched more seriously.

Razak -was found to be suf-
fering from leukaemia at the end
of 1969, a fact which he kept from
the pubh’c and even his family.
He died in 1976. -

Ooi said that since the health
of the two prominent leaders,
Razak and Ismail - who had a
heart ailment - was-at stake, they

had to take a lot of shortcuis to

ensure that parliamentary democ-
racy would be restored as soon

- as possible following the
Emergency declared after the riots..

- Ismail’s eldest son, Tawfik, in

an interview with theSun said his -

father, who was the first Malay
graduate from Melbourne

" University, Australia, obtained his

Tawfik assisted
0oi in-arranging
interviews with
Ismail's old
friends and
colleagues.

medical degree without a gov-
ernment scholarship.

Tawfik, who was 22 when
Tsmail passed on in 1973, said his
father learned from h1s good
friends such as business tycoon
Robert Kuok the global nature of
business.

“(My father believed that)

you have to be part of the bigger
- picture in order to succeed. How

to upgrade the posiion of the
Malays? I think it’s a big ques-

‘tion that requires a lot of soul-

searching” .

“But he (Ismail) had experi-
ence. He went to Australia and
he was on his own. He studied
and he didn’t have any privilege,”
Tawfik said. -

He said his father did not want
them to rely on anybody and so
Tawfik was on “my father’s schol-
arship” when he took the under-

graduate programme in

Australia. Ismail was then
already the deputy premier.

As a son, he said it was an
obligation to ensure that his
father’s legacy “is preserved and
protected”.

“But bear in mind that he’s a
national figure. His name and
memory belong to the nation.
Anybody. can use his name ... He
was ‘very honest about himself.
He was very meticulous and he
had nothing to hide,” he said.

At hdme, Tavvflk recalled,

' his father would indulge all his

other younger siblings.

“He wasn’t strict ‘with-them
(younger brothers and sisters).
He was only strict with me. He
would whack me. You don’t
know the misery I'went through,”
he said, without rancour. The
book had a bigger impact on his
younger siblings who were 100
young to remember their father.

Ooi, who was also at the inter-
view, said although the book was

‘complimentary of Ismail, he

should not be cast either as an
“idol” dr “devil”.

“The tendency in Malaysia is
either to idolise someone or
ignore the person ... I hope this
book won’t make a god out of
him,” Ooi said. “IU’s not meant

to do that. That's why we show
- him to be full of flaws and full

of ethical problems”

He noted that the book was
not Ismail’s memoir but rather
an analysis of his time. The
Malay version of the book is
expected to be out in March.




The Reluctant Politician:

Tun Dr Ismail

Y OO KEE BENG
EXCERPTS

ISMAIL was born ¢n Nov 4,
1915 into an already illustri-
ous famnily. His father was Abdul
Rahman bin Yassin. Abdul
Rahman’s sister, Anima, had
died young, leaving him the
only surviving child of
" Mohamed Yassin bin Ahat, a
government officer and son of
Orang Kaya Ahat of Padang
Muar. Mohamed Yassin’s wife
was a daughter of Chinese con-
vert Haji Mohamed Salleh bin
Abdullah from Singapore,
who was Johor State Treasurer
and his Malay wife from
Mersing. When Mohamed
Yassin’s wife passed away, he
married her younger sister.

S e Y

THE family lived in a huge
house in Johor Bahru called
Rumah Tawakkal. Abdul
Rahman Yassin was employed
by the Johor Land Office, and
was married to his cousin
Zahara binte Abu Bakar, “a
vivacious woman, warm-heart-
ed and great”, who was also
“generous and stylish”.
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ACCORDING to Ismail, Dato
Abdul Rahman Yassin was
never made Mentri Besar of
Johor because he was a “lone
wolf” and “refused to indulge
in intrigues”. Nevertheless, the
Johor State Assembly later elect-
ed him to independent Malaya’s
Senate, where he became its
first president. He also became
.the first chairman of Malayan
Banking when this was formed
in 1960.

When his wife Zahara
passed away in 1936, Abdul
Rahman was encouraged by
Sultan Ibrahim, who as a rule
sought to unite the aristocracy
through marriage within the
upper class, to take Kamariah,
the daughter of the Mentri Besar
of Johor and sister of Onn
Ja’afar, as his new bride.

Ismail’s mother had. often
been sick, and his early
upbringing "had largely been
atthe hands of his paternal step-
grandmother, who loved visit-
ing her many married daugh-
ters whose husbands were post-
ed in different corners of the
state of Johor.

The young Ismail was taken
along on her many trips, “at the
expense of my attendance at

school”. His earliest playmates -

were therefore his own dlstant
relatives.

The friends he eventually
made in his first school years
were all Malays, and it was only

after he started secondary

education at the English College
in Johor Bahru that he had
companions from other cul-
tures

A “voracious reader”, the.
teenage Ismail had a liking for
“serious books” with philo-
sophical content. His interests
at this time were, however, not
limited to these.

(In those days, the non-Malay
girls especially the Chinese girls
had more freedom than ihose of
other races. I enjoy the compa-
ny of the opposite sex and since

it was not possible to find them

among my own race, I began
to get closer and closer to my

non-Malay friends. I am con-
vinced that this early mingling
with the other races during the
most impressionable stage of my
life had a lot to do with my non-
racial outlook.)

While at the college, he
showed interest in sports
and loved to read. He learned
to admire English ways and
he believed that it was the
interpretations he formed

“about them that made him

different from other Malays,
“although I always got on well

with the latter”.
However, the uniqueness
that he noticed about himself

also had another cause. His -

family was different from those
of most other Malays in those
days in that his father was total-
ly convinced that great finan-

cial sacrifices were worth mak-

ing for one’s children’s educa-
tion. This Jeft each of them “pos-
sessing an insatiable ambition
to get on in life”, ,
Two of the four boys became
lawyers, one became an econ-
omist and Ismail qualified as a
medical doctor. In fact, in
1959, the British General
Adviser W.E. Pepys publicly
lamenied that as far-as he knew,
“the only Johoré Malay who
has got a university degree is
Inche Suleiman bin Abdul

“ Rahman, the son of Dato Abdul

Rahman, State Treasurer,
Johore. He is a BA (Cantab) and
has been supported entirely
by his father vv1thout a schol-
arship”.

What the daughters lacked
in education, their father com-
pensated for with gifts of land.
Abdul Rahman Yassin owned
a medium-sized rubber estate,
and managed to give almost
all his children a tertiary edu-
cation. The two eldést daugh-
ters grew up at a time when it
was not customary for Malay
girls to be sent to school, let
alone to an English institution.
The third daughter was less
lucky, and had her education
cut short by the Japanese
Occupation. She never went
abroad for higher studies.

AMONG the Chinese families
in the culturally unique
atmosphere of Johor Bahru
were two that would play a cen-
tral role in Ismail’s life. One was

the family of Cheah Tiang Barn,
a golf-loving medical doctor
who had practised in Foochow

-and Penang, and who moved

his family and his practice to
Johor Bahru in the mid-1920s.
His wife was Emily Brockett,
daughter of a successful English
tea merchant based in
Foochow, who was married to
a Chinese lady. The Cheah fam-
ily was therefore English-
speaking and well trained in
English manners.

Dr Cheah was a bosom

friend of Abdul Rahmari Yassin,

and when it was time for the
latter’s eldest son Suleiman to

be sent to England for law stud-

ies, it was decided that the boy
should spend. an hour or two
each week at the Cheah house,
having meals and learning eti-
quette appropriate to life in
England.

The two farnilies were there-.

fore very close; and Ismail had.
an especial fondness for the
Cheah children that would
last throughout his life. The two
youngest Cheah daughters -
Eileen and Joyce — were to
marry twe of the Kuok broth-
ers, Ph]hp and Robert, respec-
uVely Through the Cheah sis-
ters, Ismail would later also
become intimate friends with
their husbands. Leslie Cheah,

-the son in the family, remained

a close friend of Ismail and his
family throughout his life.

" The second Chinese family
in Johor Bahru with strong
ties to Ismail’s family was the
Kuoks. The patriarch was Kuok
Keng Kang; also from Foochow,
a late.immigrant to Johor
Bahru, who had to face fierce
competition from the dominant
Teochews, and who atiributed
his subsequent success to the
help he received from the Malay
community. By 1920, Kuok’s
fortune was already made,

-"and he was among the very few

who could afford the new lux-
ury- of motorcars. He and his

~-wife, Tang Mong Lan, a devout
. Buddhlst whom Ismaﬂ would

sometimes go to for advice in
later years, had three sons —

Philip, William and Robert. -

William later joined the com-
munist insurgency, and per-
ished in an ambush in Pahang
on Sept 8, 1953,

Another family with close

ties to the Kuoks, the Cheahs

and the Abdul Rahmans was
that of Joseph Chako
Puthucheary. His origins were
Keralite, and he and his wife
had five daughters and five

sons, James, George, Anthony, -
Dominic and Francis, several -

of whom.would become sig-
nificant actors in Malaysian and
Sifigaporean politics.
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ON 26 July, 1946, Ismail the
31-year-old doctor the first
Malay to graduate from

The author and Tawfik with
Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah :
(right) at the launch of the
book in Kuala Lumpur last’
week.

Melbourne
University, arrived back in
Singapore.

. .
ISMAIL’S 1mmaculately
dressed elder brother Suleiman
met him on his arrival, and
quickly briefed him on “the
controversy over the Malayan
Union”. What lmmedlately
struck Ismail after being six
years in Australia was how
“political feeling engulfed
Malaya as a fire engulfs a for-
est on a hot dry day”.

Ismail’s family was deeply

involved in the resistance
against the Malayan Union that
the British, after the fall of
Imperial Japan, were trying to
impose on the whole peninsu-
la. After the Sultan of Johor
signed the MacMichael
Agreement, a treaty with the
British ‘accepting the Malayan
Union idea, seven men, led by
Abdul Rahman Yassin and
including his eldest son
Suleiman as well as son-in-law
Awang Hassan, issued a pam-
phlet criticising the move. These
men, all government servants,
were consequently suspended
for six months.

As many Malays understood
it, the Malayan Union aimed
to- abolish the sultanates and
the special position of the

Malays. The opposition to this -

was sirongest in the
Unfederated Malay States, espe-
cially Johor, where the elite was
also most active. At a meeting
of forty one Malay associations
held in March 1946 in Kuala

Lumpur, the United Malays

National Organization (UMNO)

His Time

was born. UMNO’s opposition

to the Malayan Union proved

highly successful, and the
plan in effect never got off the
ground, and was instead
replaced on 1 February, 1948
by the Federation of Malaya
Agreement.

This later polity allowed
for all seats in the federal and
state legislature to be filled by
nominees. Onn Ja’afar, the
Mentri Besar of Johor and the
founder of UMNO, offered
Ismail a staté seat, which he

" accepted. One of the first things

Ismail did as Johor state coun-
cillor was to demand that his
opposition to the establishment
of the federation itself be duly
recoyded. He considered the
federation illegal, especially
with regard 1o the Johor con-
stitution. :

Onn Ja’afar also offered
Ismail a position in the Federal
Legislative Council but only én
condition that the latter joifed
UMNO. Ismail refused, tellmg
Onn Ja’afar that he would give
up his medical practice to go
into politics only if the party was

®  fighting for independence, .

which it was not doing. Despite
his stand, Ismail .did harbour
respect for UMNO’s official
founder.

Tkttt

POLITICAL consciousness
among the Malays during this
period was strongly configured

: . by the fear of losing their spe-

cial status; and Onn Ja’afar’s

‘popularity was built on his abil-
ity to defend that status.

However, this agenda - best
eXpressed by the slogan Hidup
Melayu (Long Live the Malays)
- existed in a tense relationship
with the idea of independence
- Merdeka.

BE THAT as it may, Onn Ja’afar
seemed to have realised that the
British would not hand over

powerto a purely Malay organ-
isation.
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HIS NEXT move was 10 open

UMNO to non-Malay citizens .

of the federation who were at
least sixteen years old and who
were willing to work for
Malayan independence.

**Hw**
RESISTANCE within the party
to the change suggested by him
proved too strong even for him,
and he left UMNO on 26
August, 1951 at the end of his
term as party president. He
formed the multi-racial
Independence of Malaya Party
(IMP) on 17 September, which
in effect was to function like the
reformed UMNO that he had
failed to achieve.

Onn’s departure from
UMNO precipitated a crisis, as
he had expected. But after his
successor to the presidency,
Tunku Abdul Rahman — read-
ing the mood of the Malays cor-
rectly - adopted a platform for
immediate and full indepen-
demnce, the party slowly gained
new ]er and members.
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- ISMAILS reading of the times

was that Malaya was undeni-
ably bound for independence,
with “the pace (being) dictated

by the national leaders while
the British would try their
level best to thwart them”. He
also thought that Onn feared for
the Malays should (the) British
simply withdraw and felt the
“wealth and the intellectual
power” of the Chinese “would
submerge the Malays” if inde-
pendence was achieved too
SOOM.

Skl ik

ISMAIL thought that Onn
Ja’afar, though “the man of the
moment”, was unsuccessful
“because he did not believe in
what he was doing”. Onn’s
failure convinced most other
parties for a long time to
come, that the country was not
ready for anything other than
race-based politics. The Alliance
formula created in 1952 -
where parties representing all
the major races formed a
coalition — would prove to be
the workable solution, at least
in gaining independence.
For Ismail, the direction that

his life was taking was not what

¢ had intended for himself.
As he would state later in life,

e was a doctor who had
“looked forward to being a mil-
Lionaire” in his line of work, but
who became a politician only
reluctantly. Between 1947 and
1953, he ran a moderately suc-
cessful private practice in Johor .
Bahru, ca]lmg his clinic
Tawakkal (Trust in God), after
his childhood home. Robert
Kuok recalls that Ismail had his
practice opposite the Kuok shop
on Jalan Trus.

Fekekdekiiedekloidoick

SOON after coming back
from Melbourne, Ismail joined
about half a dozen other
returned students in forming a
political discussion group called
the Malay Graduates’
Association.

e i

ISMAIL later said that-it was
after the Tunku had taken
over UMNO that he decided to
go into politics.

I remember that one of my
pastimes then was swimming
and one day after swimming,
Dato Sardon came to the
beach in his sports car: We talked
and he asked me to join UMNO.
But I did not join UMNO until
UMNO adopted Independence
as its platform. I knew at that
time the thinking of the Malays
(was). that if Independence
‘(were) achieved without Malay
participation then there would
be no meaningful place for the
Moalays after Independence. Thus
when UMNQ changed its
stand and decided to fight for
Independence, and with per-
suasion from Tunku Abdul
Rahman, I drifted into politics.
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ISMAIL. and his wife Neno first
met the Tunku when they were
on their way, to Penang for their
honeymoon in 1950 - their
respective families had paired
them for marriage. A mutual
friend of the Tunku and Ismail,
Eugene Seow, had them both
over athis flat in Kuala Lumpur.
The first time Ismail saw the
Tunku, the prince was sitting
in a corner, sipping gin: “I was
struck by his friendliness,
charm and unassuming Ways.”
The older man invited the
couple to the Kuala Lumpur
Flying Club for the evening.
However, he later shooed
them out on discovering that
they were in fact newlyweds:
“In typical fashion he bundled
us off telling us that we had no
business being on the dance



floor so late when we should
be in bed enjoying our honey-
moon?

Tunku remembered this
first meeting with Ismail, and
in an article he wrote for The
Starnewspaper on'2 June 1975,
he recalled how his friendship

with Ismail grew from that

moment on, “becoming very
staunch indeed”. =~

(Ismail) was that type of
man — short in temper and
easy o take qffence — but if he
(were) allowed to reflect and
calm down, he would recover
his equilibrium as quickly as
he had lost it. Above all, at heart
he was a very loyal and faith-
Jul colleague.

After becoming UMNO
president on 25 August 1951,
the Tunku asked the;Malay
Graduates’ Association to nom-
inate one of its members,
preferably Ismail, to the
party’s Central Executive
Committee (CEC). This was
done, although Ismail cheeki-
ly suggested that the supporthe
received from the group was

. given only because “the other
members of the Association
were not prepared to sacrifice

their careers”. Ghafar Baba -~

from Malacca UMNO, who
later became deputy prime
minister, remembered that
the Tunku was in fact overjoyed
at getting Ismail over to his side.

ekt

ISMAIL was by now eon--
vinced that the main tactic of
the Alliance should be “to press
for the election to be held at
the national level as a means
to gain independence”. The
MCA, because of the restric-
tive citizenship laws atthe time,
had not been especially enthu-
siastic about elections, fearing
that such a process would
merely make the Chinese polit-
ical subordinates to the Malays.
‘However, since the Alliance was
proving to be highly success-
ful, the Tunku and Tan Cheng
Lock decided on 16 March 1953
to set up UMNO-MCA liaison
committees throughout the fed-
eration in anticipation of fed-
eral elections. Onn Ja’afar con-
- tinued showing his antagonism
towards the MCA, which helped
to strengthen Chinese support.
for the Alliance solution.
Ismail recalled once mak-
ing a scathing attack on Onn,
“dissecting him into four
parts, all of which were any-
thing but complimentary to
him”, and encouraging Tan
Siew Sin to withstand pres-
sure from his peers and instead
push ahead with a motion on
6 May to censure Onn Ja’afar

from making more “very -

inflammatory communal
speeches attackmg the
Chinese”.
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WITH the decision of the
Malayan Indian Congress
. (MIC) to join the Alliance in
April 1954 — after Parti Negara
had demanded its disbandment
as a condition for cooperation
with its members - the concept
of racial parties subsumed
under a coalition party was
completed and ready to be
sold as such to the electorate.

IN MARCH 1955, nomination
day for the fedéral elections was
fixed for 15 July and election
day was to be two weeks after
that. The campaigning period
was to be rather short.

The government of the day,
in the form of High
Commissioner MacGillivray,
was unofficially backing Onn

Ja’afar, and according to Ismail,
telephone contact between the
two men was continuous.

As far as the Alliance was
concerned, the main question
was who was to challenge Dato
Onn, who was standing in a
Johor constituency. Tunku char-
acteristically put up a trial bal-
loon by spreading the rumour
that Dato Sardon, the UMNO
Youth Leader, was willing to
sacrifice himself by taking on
Dato Onn! When Sardon heard
of it, he promptly denied the
rumour because the fear of

- Onn was terrible and the shad-

ow of Onn was dark. There
remained only my brother
Suleiman and I, members of my
Jamily were the only ones who
could possibly take on Dato Onn
—and so finally Suleiman gffered
to take on the challenge.
Suleiman felt that he should’
be the one to accept.the chal-
lenge since he was a Johor man
himself. He also wanted the
Tunku to return to Kedah to
campaign there and through-
out the country. The Tunku con-
sidered this “the most noble and

"selfless action” that Suleiman

ever did. Suleiman could have
contested in Batu Pahat and
won hands down, and did not
have to risk everything by tak-
ing on Onn Ja’afar. On 27 July,
the coalition challenged all fifty-
two electoral seats - thirty-five
by UMNO, fifteen by the MCA
and two by the MIC - and
won fifty-one of these, losing
only to a candidate from the

.Lénnox-Boyd,

minister for natural resources,
Razak as minister of education,
Leong Yew Koh as minister for
health and social welfare, V.T.
Sambanthan as labour minis-
ter, Suleiman ‘as minister for
local government, housing and
town planning, Sardon Jubir as
works minister, and Ong Yoke

Lin as minister for posts and -

telecommunications. The port-
folios of economic affairs and
defence were reserved for nom-
inated members. '

ISSUES immediately facing the
Alliance included the contin-
ued struggle against the com-
munists, and the future school
system and language use. But

most important of all was.

Merdeka. The UMNO general
assembly that year decided to

~accept UMNO Youth’s sugges-

tion that independence be
achieved within two years and

. notfour, as had been pro-

claimed during the electoral
campaign. Another hurdle to
be overcome was the Sulians’
apprehension about their own
future after independence, espe-
cially with regard to the aboli-
tion ‘of British advisers.

~At the end of August, Alan
the- new
Se¢retary of State for the
Colonies, paid an official visit
to Malaya. The Tunku’s newly
elected government quickly
took the chance to ask for
immediate top-level discussions
about independence. This

and could not be dissuaded so
the next best thing was to ensure
that when the meeting took
place, the Tunku was well briefed
and his security not endangered.

Tunku himself was adamant-

that a safe passage be guaran-
teed for Chin Peng and his aides.
1t says much for the trust that

-Chin Peng had in the Tunku

that he accepted the invitation
to meet the Tunku knowing
Jull well that he was throwing
himself at the mercy of the
Tunku and the British.

THE ALLIANCE was now
fully armed for the talks in

London and a strong-opti-'

mism was in the air. The next
hurdle on the road to Merdeka
was the attitude of the rulers.
Although the nine Sultans were
unsure about their future role,
the Alliance finally managed to

convince thém to send repre-"

sentatives” to. ‘London.
According to Ismail, the repre-
sentatives who were chosen
were all sympathetic to the
Alliance cause, except for the
Mentri Besar of Perak, Dato
Panglima Bukit Gantang. On
New Year’s Day 1956, two
Malayan delegations — one con-
sisting of four Alliance men and
the other of four representatives
of the Sultans - set off for
London to talk their way to
independence. These included
the Tunku, Razak, Ismail and
Colonel H.S. Lee, as well as

the deputy state secretary of"

Pan-Malayan Islamic Party
(PMIP). Its main opponent,
Parti Negara, which fielded
thirty contenders, adopting a
strong pro-Malay stance and

demanding independence by |

1960, a year later than the
Alliance deadline, did not
win a single seat. Suleiman -
the “giant-killer” - won a land-
slide victory.

T ke
IN short, the Alliance formula
proved a tremendous success.
The Tunku could now form his
own government. He was high-
ly appreciative of the vital role
played by the Rahman broth-
ers, (and) would Jater recall:

“Right through the toil of

rebuilding UMNO, forming the
Alliance, and finally in the
struggle for independence,
(Ismail), like his brother, Datuk
Suleiman, went all out to fight
the rival party led by his step-
mother’s brother, Datuk: Onn
bin Ja’afar. Neither of them
would give way; they went for
one another hammer and

tongs; and in the end Datuk -

Onn had to give in”

The new cabinet comprised
of the Tunku as chief minister
as well as holdér of the home
affairs portfolio, H.S. Lee as
transport minister, Ismail as

proved to be the right move, and
the British government later
that-year agreed io meet two
delegations - one represent-
ing the elected Malayan gov-
ernment and one appointed
by the Malay rulers - in January
the following year.

Before that, however, the

communist problem needed
1o be curtailed. The MCP had
been sending out feelers since
June for negotiations to end the
Emergency. These had been
rebuked. On 8 September, an
amnesty offer was announced
— first by the director of opera-
tions and then by the Tunku -

~and meetings betweeén repre-

sentatives on both sides on 17
October and 19 November were
secretly held to iron out details
for a final rendezvous. The
Tunku left it to Chin Peng, the
secretary-general of the MCP,
to decide the venue. Ismail was
against the meeting, as were

many other leaders within the

Alliance.

We were worried that in his
anxiety to end the state of
emergency, he might compro-
mise himself to the extent that
he might endanger the security
of the couniry. when
Independerice was achieved.
He was steadfast in his desire

o talk with (the Communists)

The Tunku (left), Tun

Sardon Jubir (second from

right) and Tun Razak (right)
at Tun Ismail’s funeral.

Johor, the chief min-
isters of Perak and Selangor,
and the former chief minister
of Kelantan, the legally quali-
fied Nik Kamﬂ who would pro-
vide advice on sultanate treaty
matters. These men were

~accompanied by the secre-

tary-general of the Alliance, T.H.
Tan, who acted as secretary
for the Alliance group, and
Abdul Kadir Samsuddin, who
performed similar duties for the
representatives of the Sulians.

. Their cruise ship was the Italian

vessel 4sia.
We travelled to London.in
two stages: The first by boat and

" the second by plane. The whole

idea was Tunku’s. He had con-
ceived the idea (which worked
very well) of throwing the mem-
bers of the delegation together
to mix and work during the
whole period of the sea voyage
1o give them the opportunity of
ironing out their differences so
that by the end of the voyage
they would emerge as one
team to face the British govern-
ment. On board ship, we met
every morning with the Tunku
as chairman and by the time we
arrived in Karachi, all of us,

including Dato Panglima Bukit
Gantang, were agreed on the
lines of discussion with the
British government.

The eight men thus arrived
in London as one single dele-
gation with common goals to
hold talks with the British colo-
nialists. These lasted from 18
January to 6 February. It was
Ismail’s first trip to Londen, and
the Tunku and Razak guided
him and other first-timers in
the group around the city.

From the time that we
landed in London airport it was
obvious that our mission was
80ing to be a success.because a
certain high official of the
Colonial Office (Permanent
Under-Secretary Sir John
Martin) told us that what we
came for would be handed
‘over fo us on a gold plaiter.

AFTER the major issue of inde-

- pendence had been settled,

the internal resilience of the
Alliance system was put to the
test. Ismail recollected that a
strong team of MCA intellec-
tuals held a debate with UMNO
on critical issues. Most™f.
these men were new,
“while they sensed that there
was trustand confidénce which

had been built in the Alliance

...theyhad notthemselves expe-

rienced. it and their approach .

at the-meetings was at first
critical. Tsmail felt that all par-

- ties soon. came 1o agree that

whatever the problem was,
the Alliance format would
provide an appropriate answer.

As I saw this spirit-emerge
and expand during the rest of
the conference, I was convinced
that whatever happened in the

future, this spirit of the Alliance
“would triumph. over all obsta:

cles. As a result of this neiv con-
sciousness, the solution to many
communal problems became
possible. )

The major dilemmas that
were being faced were those
of citizenship, the national
language and the special posi-
tion of the Malays. The follow-
ing text by Ismail reveals his
understanding of Malaya’s post-
colonial situation: .

Citizenship

Under colonial rule there was
a cumulative incredse in the pop-
ulation of immigrant races; espe-
cially those of Chinese origin
and to a lesser extent the Indians,
the laiter brought in mainly to
work in the rubber estates owned,
by the British. No attempt was
made to make these immigrants
loyal citizens of Malaya. The
British were content to see that
so long as they obey the laws of
the country, they could come
and leave as they please. As a
result of this policy, when more
and more of ‘them settled in

Malaya, the result was an

increasing number of aliens in
the country who, on the whole,
were richer and more vigorous
than the Malays. When the
Malays seized political power
after the Second World War; their
main defence against their more
virile and richer neighbours was

. to deny them the right of citi-

zenship.

The Language Issue

As a result of colonial rule, the
only language that could guar-
antee a livelihood, for those enter-
ing the government service was
English. Otherwise, the various
races were left to themselves with
regard to education. There was
a feeble attempt to give the
Malays an education in their

" own language but as this ceased

at the primary level and was
implemented in a half-hearted

and

manner, it gave no benefit to the
Malays. The Chinese were left to
themselves and to run their own
schools, which were financed
through levies that they imposed
on themselves, on their rubber

.production and their business-

es. Their education was orien-
tated towards China. As a result,
only the English-educated in the
multi-racial population of
Malaya enjoyed a common lan-
guage. The leaders of the
Alliance concluded that in an
independent Malaya, there
should be one language to unify

" thevarious races into one nation.

The obvious choice was Malay.
It was imperative that if the
Chinese — the real political prob-
lem since the other races were
not dominant — were to be per-
suaded into accepting Malay as
the national language, they
should be granted citizenship as
a quid pro quo. This was the
real basis of the agreement
between the three partners,
particularly between the Malays
and the Chinese.

The specml position of the
Malays

This proved a less intractable
problem because the leaders of
the Alliance. realised the practi-
cal necessity of giving the Malays
a;handlcap if they were to
campete on equal terms with the
other races. The only point of
controversy was the duration of

the “special position” — should

there be a time limit or should
it be permanent? I made a sug-
gestion whgch was accepted, that
the question be left to the Malays
themselves, because I felt that
as more and more Malays
became educated and gained
self-confidence, they themselves
would do away with this.“spe-
cial position” because in itself
this “special position” is a slur
on the ability of the Malays
and only to be tolerated because
it is necessary as a temporary
measure to ensure their survival
in modern competitive world:
a world to which only those in
the urban areas had been
exposed.

This analysis provides
insight into how Ismail per-
ceived the Malayan situation.
‘What is siriking is Ismail’s belief
that the Malays would do the
right thing in the long run, as
well as his faith in the Alliance
as a model of government capa-
ble of meeting these chaﬂenges
taken as a whole.

Sededeseded

THE Merdeka Compact that
UMNO and the MCA -worked
outtouched on many issues but
the most time was devoted 1o
the issues of citizenship,
Malay special rights and lan-
guage. UMNO had been with-
standing pressure from the
Chinese, especially from Tan
Cheng Lock, but finally agreed
to adopt the principle of jus
soli in citizenship questions.
This compromise was made
in the face of opposition from
influential Malay personalities
such as Onn Ja’afar and sec-
ond-level UMNO. leaders...
Besides pressure from
Whitehall, the need to relent for
the sake of national stability and
the wish to gain concessions on
issues of special rights and lan-
guage helped change UMNO’s
mind. When the commission
released its report, Onn Ja’afar
organised what he chose to call
the Second Malay Congress to
protest the suggested time limit
on Malay special rights and
the idea that Chinese and Tamil
would be given temporary sta-
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‘portrayal

FINALLY, a near-definitive book
on Tun Dr Ismail Abdul Rahman,
one of the nation’s founding
fathers, one of its “Big Three”
‘when itwas struggling to survive
and to lay the foundation of pre-
sent-day Malaysia and also one
who served as its ideologue, is
out — and about time, too.

Too much liberty had already
been taken in interpreting those
defining moments of the nation’s

past that many people are hegin- .

ning to gquestion the accuracy of
some aspects of the official his-
tory and on which present poli-
cies are based.

Thus, the need for more
memoirs and autobiographies —
primary sources — and. even
biographies of the nation’s found-
ing fathers to surface to help
those writing its history to do so
as accurately as possible and as
faithful to accounts of how the
events unfolded.

And, therefore, The Reluctant
Politician: Tun Dr Ismail and His
Time is a much-awaited book.
While it is a biography, itis close
to being an autobiography as it
is generously peppered with
lengthy quotes from the states-
man’s unpublished memoir,
Drifting into Politics.

Furthermore, it-was written

%With a lot of help from his eldest

son Tawfik, who was. the custo-
dian of his. memoir and his pri-
vate papers and who, aware that
a biography of his illustrious father
would subsequently be written,
spent a lot of time and effort to
collect documents and letters
which are in otheér peoples
keeping.

But it is to the author, acad-
emician Dr Ooi Kee Beng, that
credit must go for putting togeth-
er an easy-to-read book about
the difficult early years of the
nation and Ismail’s role in guid-
ing it, considering the daunting
piles of documents he had to con-
tend with.

More could have been writ-
ten about the childhood days of
Ismail as it could have provided
interesting glimpses into the
social life of the times but it
would have distracted the effort
away from the real objective of
the book ~ Ismail the politician
and his defining role in early
Malaysia. ’

Also to attempt that would

have made the biography into a
huge and intimidating tome
instead of the easy-to-handle 511
pages. But it does open the door
to a more exhaustive effort and
research into the life and times
of Ismail.

However, the author had not

. by Zainon Ahmad

More could
have been
written about
the childhood
days of Ismail
as it could have
provided
interesting

_ glimpses.into
the social life of

the times but it
would have
distracted the
effort away
Jrom the real
objective of the
book — Ismail
the politician
and his

defining rolein

early Malaysia.

totally ignored the uniqueness
that young Ismail noticed in
himself. As noted by the author:
“The family was different from
those of most other Malays in
those days in that his father
was totally convinced that
great financial sacrifices were
worth making for one’s chil-
dren’s education”

While teenager Ismail was a
“voracious reader” of “serious
books” with philosophical con-
tent, his interest then was not lim-
ited to these.:About this, Ismail

himself wrote:

In those days,‘ the non-
Malay girls especially the Chinese
girls had more freedom than

. those of the other races. I enjoy

the company of the opposite sex
and since it was not.possible to
Jind them among my own race,
1 began to get closer and closer
to my non-Malay friends. I am
convinced that this early min-
gling with the other races dur-
ing the most impressionable stage
of my life had a lot to do with
my non-racial outlook.

This is further augmented
by his family having as close
friends the Cheahs, the Kuoks
and the Puthuchearys. And that
was why, according to. Robert
Kuok, between him and Ismail
and between Ismail and their
other non-Malay friends there
was no feeling of race and reli-
gion. They were friends and they
were Malaysmns

The first prime minister,
Tunku Abdul Rahman, had a
biography written long before
he died. He did not write his

- autobiography but compilations

of his long-running weekly
columns - he lived for about

_three decades after he stepped

down as prime minister -~ 7~

. Star - almost constitat-

A biography of T
Razak Husseir
prime ministci
completed when he died on
Jan 16, 1976, in London. It was

out in the bookshops a few

months. later.
Almost three decades later,

another book -~ a collection of

testimonials by his son, friends
and colleagues — was put togeth-
er by a foundation named after

-him. But more work and

research need to be.done for a
more definitive
biography of the
country’s second
prime minister.
When the
“Third Man” of :
national politics
died on Aug?2, 1973,
he was Razak’s
deputy  and the
couniry’s powerful
home affairs minis-
ter and because the
prime minister was
away in Canada
Ismail was acting °
prime minister. . s

The Reluctant Polttwlan .

went to the printers durmg the
last days of 2006 and it is now
available in bookshops 1’11
Singapore and Malaysia.
Renowned Southeast Asian
historian Professor Wang
Gungwu, who is currently direc-
tor of East Asia Institute at the
National University of Singapore,
in writing about the book said
the “drama of Malaysia’s forma-

_ tion and independence is yet to

be fully told”.
He said The Reluctant
Politician is “a key part of

that history”.

Those who remember Ismail

" agree that the book suc-
ce.. lly portrayed the man as
siict parent, a shrewd politi-
cian and a dedicated national-
ist and public servant. They all
agree thal he was as “clean as
a whistle” and “lived within
his means”.

He was against all forms of
extremism and fought the Malay
radicals in ensuring the stabil-
ity of multi-racial Malaysia to
which he was totally commit-
ted. That he was a much-

respected Malaysian
leader was clear from
the testimonies of politi-
cians and civil servants
which are quoted in the
book.

Robert Kuok, his
close friend, describes
Ismail thus:

He was a lovely _
. man with strength of
character, high princi-
- ples; and a great sense
of fairness. In my opin-
ion, he was probably
the most non-racial,
nbn-racist Malay T have met in
my life. And I have met a very
wide range of Malays from all
parts of Malaysia. Doc was a stick-
ler for total fair play, for correct-
ness;. total anathema to him to
be anything else. Every Malay col-
league feared him because of
this, including Mahathir.

It is, however, unfortunate
that The Reluctant Politician, the
book on one of Malaysia’s fore-
most and respected sons, had
to be written by a former
Malaysian and published by

" Singapore’s Institute of Southeast

Asian Studies.
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