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“To understand the man, the party and what they stand for, this is an
ideal read. For the first time, we get some awareness and intricacies of
backroom politics, and these come from those who have either been
involved directly or watched them in close quarters”

- R Nadeswaran, Malaysiakini

“Meticulous research brings Kit Siang biography to life.”
- Chan Kok Leong, Malaysian Insight

“Meticulously researched and brimming with exclusive information....
Although many have written about the DAP stalwart in the past, I
believe that this might be the most definitive account of Lim Kit Siang
and the life he has lived so far”

- Deidre Nair, The Rocket

“Author Kee Thuan Chye’s biography humanises the much maligned
politician and tells the story of a man with a dream for the country
he calls home.... Kee is as fine a writer as they come. It is not merely
that this book avoids being ponderous, as might be expected, even
forgiven, of a hefty biography, but that it is nearly always pleasurable to
read, sentence by sentence, the details are granular and vivid”

- Elena Koshy, New Straits Times

“The book about the DAP veteran narrates the most unlikely actions
of a stoic politician who has always appeared emotionless in public”

- K Parkaran, Free Malaysia Today

“A very interesting, informative and revealing book that I would
recommend to anybody interested in filling in the gaps in their
knowledge and understanding of the events and people who have made
a positive and lasting contribution to the development of Malaysia.... A
compelling read.... A story that should have been told long ago.”

- P M Sivalingam, former newspaper editor

“It's a mistake, a real mistake NOT to read the book. I find it hard to
put down. It was so engaging.... and gave us insights into his struggle,
his sacrifices, his pain, his convictions.... As I turned each page, I was
in awe and admiration of this truly Anak Malaysia.... Kee Thuan Chye
has done a great favour for this and future generations of Malaysians
with this book - a gift that's Malaysian First”

- Lim Kean Liang

“Regardless of whether you support Lim Kit Siang or not, if you care
for Malaysia and want to see a better version of what we have today
this book is a must-read”

- Malaysiana LCMS
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PREFACE

The idea of writing a biography of Lim Kit Siang came to me several
years ago, but it wasn't till the beginning of 2020 that I started
working on it by getting part of the research done and interviewing
a host of people who know him as a friend, comrade or loved one,
even political opponents.

I'had no idea then what a massive undertaking the project would
be. It was only after I had written numerous chapters that I realised
it would take more than one volume to do justice to Mr Lim’s life
and work.

Now that the first volume is done, I'm looking forward to tackling
the next one. It has been an edifying mission for me so far because
I have learnt much from everyone I interviewed, and derived
immense pleasure from writing Mr Lim’s story. I'm sure I will
experience more pleasure and learning when I set about crafting the
next volume.

Above all, I have learned an amazing lot from Mr Lim himself.
I'm grateful to him for generously giving me time for interviews
and spending countless hours being “victimised” (his word) by me.
There will be more questioning and grilling to come, I can assure
him!

I cannot emphasise enough that this project is a totally indepen-
dent one. It is not a commissioned job. Mr Lim has not asserted
himself in any way in regard to the form and content of this
biography. Neither he nor I would have wanted it any other way.

Kee Thuan Chye
August 2021
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INTRODUCTION

Serve to Lead

The change of federal government was something I had not expected in my
lifetime. You work your soul out to bring about the change of government,
but 1 did not really expect it to take place. Even on the morning of May 9.
When it took place, that was a real historic change. I think for Malaysia,
when you look back at it, it marks an important date. What happens after
is a separate matter.

~ Lim Kit Siang, in an interview with the author on January 17, 2021

On May 10, 2018, the day after the Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition
had created history by astonishingly defeating the incumbent
Barisan Nasional (BN) at Malaysia's 14th general election, a 77-year-
old man in collared T-shirt, shorts and sandals was spotted in the SS2
area of Petaling Jaya, Selangor, at around 8 pm buying newspapers.
The person who saw him couldn’t believe his luck at this chance
meeting, and promptly asked to take a photograph together.

He recognised the man as Lim Kit Siang, the doyen of the
Democratic Action Party (DAP), one of the component parties
of the victorious PH, and was bemused that on this momentous
evening, as Malaysians waited anxiously for a new prime minister to
be sworn in, this political legend was going around a Petaling Jaya
suburb casually dressed and casually doing mundane things, like
“what ordinary uncles do”. Why wasn't he at a gathering with his
coalition colleagues, celebrating in a big way?
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Kit, as he was commonly called, would have chuckled at that
thought. He was not one for fireworks and fanfare although there
was no doubt he was a happy man at that moment. The fireworks he
associated more with, figuratively speaking, were those he generated
as a speaker at election hustings or as an Opposition member of
Parliament fierily probing government scandals or defending the
interests of voiceless Malaysians.

For that, he was the bane of BN, especially Umno (United Malays
National Organisation), the biggest component in the coalition that
had hitherto been in government for 61 years.

In the late 1970s, an Umno top gun, Ghazali Shafie, became
so annoyed by Kit’s doggedness at raising issues, he told the DAP
leader in open Parliament that if he didnt like what was happening
in the country, he should just pack his bags and leave. Rather than
take umbrage at that disparaging remark, Kit shot back a fitting
retort that annoyed Ghazali even more, “I am a Malaysian, I speak
on behalf of Malaysians, and if you don't like it, you can get out of
the country instead”

Kit was ever fearless. And even after the BN Government took
punitive action by detaining him without trial not just once but
twice, for committing no crime other than standing up for fellow
Malaysians, he was not cowed or embittered.

He remained grounded, prepared to take things as they came,
good or bad. Like always, he went about like a workhorse who was
focused on the work and the process more than on the outcome.

So on that May 10 night, even though PH’s surprise victory
marked Kits greatest achievement after more than five decades
of dedicating his life to building up the DAP and speaking up
relentlessly not only for minorities but indeed anyone at all who
deplored bad governance, he would be relishing the moment in his
quiet, private way.

He would not be at the National Palace when Mahathir Mohamad
of Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (Bersatu), another PH component
party, would be sworn in as prime minister by the King, nor at the
celebratory press conference that would be held afterwards. But he
would be exulting with Mahathir in spirit, and he would continue fo
give his full support to PH whenever it was needed.

This, however, would not include being part of Mahathir’s
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administration. Kit told his son, Lim Guan Eng, secretary-general
of the DAP and therefore the party’s chief executive, not to include
him in the DAP allotment for Cabinet positions.

As Kit would later explain: “I felt I had done my part. That’s
that. I'd already brought about the processes of political change
and advancement. It’s for the new generation to take over. We have
younger people in the party who are qualified and can shoulder the
responsibilities ahead”

Allan Goh Chay Foo, a friend of Kit's since primary school days,
thinks it was “a very smart move”. If Kit were to be in the Cabinet,
he opines, Umno would definitely spread false allegations that
the Government would be controlled by him and his Chinese-
dominated DAP, and that they would destroy the majority Malay
race and their religion, Islam.

In fact, just the presence of the DAP in the PH Government was
already enough to spur Umno and other Malay groups to frighten
the Malays into thinking that their special privileges would be taken
away and Islam would be relegated from its position as the country’s
main religion.

In any case, Kit's wish was respected, and PH proceeded to set up
a government that promised “a new Malaysia” and an abundance of
reforms. It pledged it would be inclusive and serve the interests of all
Malaysians, regardless of their background.

At the same time, contrary to what Umno and other groups
were alleging, Kit looked forward to the realisation of his life-long
Malaysian Dream - the forging of a united and inclusive nation in
which every citizen regardless of their race or religion would have
the opportunity to achieve success and prosperity.

This was what had mattered most to him ever since he entered
politics in 1966 - in fact even much earlier, while he was still at
secondary school.

In 1957, when he was 16 and the country (then known as
Malaya) had just attained independence from British colonial rule,
he acknowledged in an editorial for his class magazine, called The
Light, that the birth of the new nation was “made possible only
through the united efforts of the various communities”

He called on “the youths of today” to prepare to “serve to lead”,
invoking a military motto that advocates that a person must first be

15



a servant - to the people or the country - before they could lead.

He highlighted the need for everyone to bear in mind that “co-
operation between the different races is of paramount importance,
working on a common basis that we are imbued with the spirit of
tolerance, cooperation and loyalty”,

“So let us ‘live and let live] he exhorted, “in fraternity and
harmony”

Tolerance and cooperation between the different races, living
in fraternity and harmony - that was what Kit truly believed in.
But unfortunately for him and his dream, the PH Government
did not survive its full term of five years. It lasted only 22 months,
and was generally seen as a disappointment for being ineffectual in
controlling the national agenda and failing to shape a new national
narrative that would define the aspirations of the “new Malaysia”
and spell out how every Malaysian could benefit from it.

It was also seen to be inept at solving the bread-and-butter woes
of the lower-income groups, slow in instituting the major reforms
it had promised, and clueless about reducing racial and religious
tension. In fact, the polarisation of races became ironically worse.

Even so, the PH Government did not fall because it was demo-
cratically rejected. It was instead undone by treachery from within.

In late February 2020, a faction pulled out of PH and joined
forces with political foes to form a new “backdoor government”,
They betrayed the people’s mandate by helping to bring back into
government, without going through fresh elections, the BN parties
that had been rejected on May 9, 2018.

When the betrayal happened, Kit felt “very dejected, disillusioned
and depressed”. It was another low in his political career of ups and
downs, perhaps the biggest political setback he had experienced in
all his five decades of struggle.

But he took it in his usual stoic stride. On March 1, 2020, the
day the new Perikatan Nasional (PN) Government was installed,
he was back up on his feet, exhorting in an exchange of WhatsApp
messages with me: “We have to rise above our depression. We must
continue to pursue the Malaysian Dream!”

He was not out for the count. His spirit was still unyieldin,
More strongly than ever, he now felt that all the races in the count Y
needed to be convinced that Malaysia could only succeed if they
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rejected being polarised, stopped feeling they were being threatened
by one another, and agreed to work together to bring about a better
society and a “top world-class nation”

Even though he had seen his life achievement crumble with the
fall of the PH Government, he was committed to finding a way to
get this done. This, he declared in an interview with me on February
4, 2021, is “the last battle”

Where does he get this never-give-up spirit from?

Perhaps from his life’s guiding motto: “Whatever comes, do your
best to deal with it”.

Perhaps from what he went through during his fledgling time in
politics, as has been observed by Tan Tik Seng and Pek Teck Soon,
Kit’s two closest friends who have maintained regular contact with
him since they were schoolmates.

“During Kit’s early political days, you should have seen the way
he used to run from one place to another recruiting people for the
party;” Tik Seng recalls.

Teck Soon elaborates: “T used to tell him that all that running
was leading to nothing. He told me, Tm disappointed in you’ I
said, ‘But it’s true, where does it lead to? Like that time, whole day,
whole night, you talked to five chaps. If you could have convinced at
least one, that would have been an achievement. But at the end of i,
nobody bothered, you couldn’t even convince one chap.”

It was indeed an uphill task for Kit then because few people
wanted to join the DAP. It was a party in the Opposition, and it
had little track record and hardly any money. Members even had to
chip in their own money to keep the party afloat. Nonetheless, Kit
believed in the DAP and what it stood for, and he slogged like hell
to bring in new members.

In 1969, when the May 13 racial riots broke out, he was detained
without trial under the Internal Security Act (ISA) although he had
not been involved in the riots. One and a half years of his life was
taken away from him, but he came out with a stronger resolve to
carry on his party’s struggle.

In 1987, he was detained again under the ISA, this time together
with Guan Eng and more than 100 others, in what was another
instance of political persecution. Father and son were the first to
be arrested and the last to be released - after 18 months. It was thus
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arranged to punish Kit in more ways than one.

It's interesting to note that the prime minister then who signed
their detention papers was none other than Mahathir Mohamad,
who had been Kit's political nemesis ever since the 1970s. This was
the same Mahathir who would put aside his differences with Kit 30
years later and lead PH to electoral victory in 2018.

Obviously, Mahathir didn’t succeed in making Kit break during
the 1987 detention. What nearly did break him, however, was the
conviction and sentencing of Guan Eng to 18 months’ jail in 1998
while he was defending a 15-year-old victim of statutory rape
allegedly committed by a state chief minister.

It grated on Kit's sense of justice that Guan Eng was being harshly
and unduly punished for his effort to help someone. The person who
should have faced trial was the alleged rapist, but he was apparently
being protected because he was from the ruling party. Moreover, the
court’s decision would bar Guan Eng from standing for public office
for five years, thus hurting his prospects for political advancement
and temporarily depriving the DAP of a young, dynamic leader,

Kit was hit so hard by the whole event that he fell into a prolonged
state of sorrow and depression. He was to admit publicly many years
later that the time Guan Eng spent in Kajang Prison was “the worst
period” of his life.

So how does he keep going? How does he put aside these painful
and life-crushing experiences? How does he reconcile with the
other trials and tribulations that come with being the leader of an
Opposition party that is constantly being harassed and labelled as
an enemy of the state, with being betrayed countless times by party
comrades close to his heart? How does he tolerate the slander of
political opponents who brand him “anti-Malay” and “anti-Muslim”?
How does he get over the insult of being called a “running dog” and
a “traitor” to his race by detractors who find fault with the DAP?

How does he continue to maintain a positive attitude after all the
incarceration, defeats, betrayals and vilification he has suffered?

Is it from the tenacity he developed in himself as he pursued
his arduous political journey? Is it from the wisdom he acquired
through all his suffering? What gives him the will, the strength an
the energy to bounce back from despair and keep on fighting?

At the base of it all, what makes Lim Kit Siang Lim Kit Siang?
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I am a Malaysian, first and last...
I am proud to be a Chinese, but a Malaysian first of all.

~ Lim Kit Siang, June 2011
Interview with The Nut Graph
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Chapter 1

SENSE OF FAMILY

Early in the morning of February 20, 1941, as Tiu Kau Nee went
into labour, her husband, Lim Poh San, was in a village a few miles
outside of Batu Pahat, Johor, plying his trade of castrating pigs and
poultry. She was about to have her fifth child, at home, in their rented
dwelling on the higher floor of a two-storey shophouse. One child
was given away when she and Poh San were still living in China,
before they immigrated to Malaya. Of the other three children,
two were at school while the third was playing outside in the hall,
oblivious to the impending arrival of a new sibling.

When Poh San returned home on his bicycle that afternoon, after
a day of fruitful work, he was greeted by the midwife who had helped
with the birth of his child. She told him it was a boy. He took the
news with hardly a hint of a smile and proceeded to the bedroom
where Kau Nee was breastfeeding the baby. He touched the baby
and held his hand, and told her they would call him Kit Siang.

They would have had no inkling then that this boy born in
the sleepy town of Batu Pahat would one day become a political
firebrand and a hero to many as well as a scourge to others.

Believers of the Chinese zodiac, however, might have felt that
Kit’s destiny was already inherent in his horoscope.

Born in the Year of the Snake, he exhibited some of the
characteristics attributed to this animal sign. Snakes are said to be
intelligent and wise, hardworking and thorough, driven by lofty
ideals and determined to achieve their goals. Being deep thinkers
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“Meticulous research brings
Kit Siang biography to life”

- Chan Kok Leong, Malaysian Insight

Lim Kit Siang, doyen of the Democratic Action
Party (DAP), is a much misunderstood and little-
known man. To some, he is a scourge because his
political opponents falsely proclaim him to be
anti-Malay and anti-Islam. To his supporters, he
is the heroic fighter for democracy and a country
for all Malaysians, regardless of race or religion,

a visionary who has dedicated his life to pursuing
his dream of a multiracial, multilingual and
multicultural Malaysia. By and large, however, the
public see only the demon, not the man; the icon,
not the human being.

Kee Thuan Chye’s biography of Lim Kit Siang
humanises him. Full of drama, humour and

heart — and cheeky asides - it tells the story of

the outspoken politician and the private family
man. It recounts the battles he has lost and won,
the betrayals he has suffered and the sacrifices he
has made, and explores the deep bond he shares
with his family, friends and comrades. Above all,
it gives an insightful understanding of what makes
Lim Kit Siang Lim Kit Siang.
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