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HE Federation of Malaya gained

independence from the British at

the stroke of midnight on Aug 30,
= 1957.

In an unofficial ceremony organised
by the Alliance, people had gathered at
the Selangor Padang to wilness the
lowering of the Union Jack.

When the clock at the tower of the
Selangor Secretariatl building struck 12,
the British flag was lowered and Tunku
Abdul Rahman shouted “Merdeka!”
several times. The crowd joined in
enthusiastically.

It was a moment pregnant with
significance, but Tunku could only make
a shorl speech because his words were
quickly drowned out as he was swarmed
by people who rushed to the stage to
shake his hands.

Malaysia would have been the country’s
name at the time of independence if Umno’s
suggestion to the Reid Constitutional
Commission had been accepted, but the
MCA’s suggestion that the name of the
newly-independent country be retained
as Federation of Malaya, in English, and
Persekutuan Tanah Melayu, in Malay, was
instead accepted.

So the country’s long name became
known as Federation of Malaya, and its
shortened name Malaya.

In fact, the idea of a wider federation of
the states of the Malay peninsula with
Sabah, Sarawak and Singapore had been
bandied about even bhefore World War II,

and was finally and officially mooted in

1961 by Tunku.

In 1961, Tunku accepted the British plan
for the formanon of Malaysia to merge
Malaya with the states of Sarawak, Sabah
and Singapore, and consultations between
the relevant parties finally reached
agreement.

The states of Sarawak, Sabah and
Singapore could have come together on
Aug 31, 1963 - indeed, thalt was the
agreed plan — had it not been for serious
objections from the Philippines and
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Indonesia.

Because of their allegations that Malaysia
was “a neo-colonialist plot”, the United
Nations (UN) decided to conduct an enquiry
to resolve the issue by verifying the
wishes of Sabahans and Sarawakians.
Hence, the new federation’s proclamation
had to be deferred.

Sabah and Singapore, however,
decided to cast off their colonial yoke as
scheduled on Aug 31. But Sarawak, due to.
its internal politics, couldn’t and so had to
wait for the UN report which officially
declared that the people of Sabah and
Sarawak opled lo join Malaysia.

The new federation was proclaimed
on Sept 16. It brought to a close more than
100 years of British dominance in the
three states but Singapore left the
federation in 1965.

Nationalistic fervour for Malaya’s
independence gained momentum after
World War I1. : '

After the war, tired of the charade of
“indirect rule”, the British imposed direct
rule by making the whole peninsula a
colony, calling it the Malayan Union. Sabah
and Sarawal also became separate colonies.

The Malay Rulers, with whom the
British signed treaties, quickly realised they
had been dispossessed of their country and
reduced to being religious heads.

Instead of being protected, they had been
betrayed, screamed the Malay leaders. And
coming on the heels of the three-week
“reign of terror” under the communist
guerillas during the interregnum that
followed the Japanese surrender on Aug
15, 1945 and the arrival of the British
re-occupation force in early September, the
Malays rallied.

Mass demonsirations were held and the
demonstrators were even able to prevent
their rulers from attending the installation
ceremony of the new colony’s governor.

The formation of the Alliance

“any Malay parties and organisa-
tions participated in these demon-
. strations, and most of them later
amalgamated into the United Malays
National Organisation (Umno), led by its

first president, Datuk Onn Jaafar. However,
several Malay nationalist groups had

struggled for independence before the

war. A few of these groups, which

included the Kesatuan Melayu Muda
(KMM) banded together under the

organisation Kesatuan Raayat Semenanjung
- or Keris for short — and worked to obtain

Japan’s support for Malaya’s independence.

Reris was led by Ibrahim Yaacob, Mustapha

Hussein and Dr Burhanuddin al-Helmy.

KMM had branches all over the coun-
try and with their help, Keris was able lo
establish units in all the stales.

Their plan was for them, with Japanese
connivance, to take over the country’s
administration from the Japanese and to
prepare Lo resist the British when they
returned. The Japanese played along for a
while but eventually refused to hand over
power.

Japan’s surrender and news of the
British’s early return scuttled Keris® plans
and some leaders went underground while
Ibrahim escaped to Indonesia. Some were
arrested by the British when they
returned while others were able to
continue their nationalistic aclivities until
independence.

‘But like in Indonesia, Myanmar,
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, the three-
and-a-half-years of painful Japanese
Occupation fostered in the people a
different attilude towards their colonial mas-
ters when they returned.

Britain was no longer the invincible
white imperial power they once held in
awe; nol only were ils forces defeated .by
an Asian power, they were also
humiliated. -

Immediately after they returned, the
British put in place a military
administration to restore order.

On April Fool’s day, 1946, the Malayan
Union, with its offer of generous citizen-
ship rights to non-Malays, was
established.

But contrary to general British
expectation, it was shortlived. Faced with
Malay opposition, the British compromised
by establishing a more acceptable system
called the Federation of Malaya which came



into force on Feb 1, 1948.

Singapore was excluded from this
federation because of ils large Chinese
population. Even in the federation, the
Chinese — two thirds of them local-born —
formed 45.2% of the six million
population. The Malays made up 43.8%,
the Indians 10.5%, and others about 0.5%.

Some Chinese who decided to make
Malaya their home were unhappy with the
less generous citizenship terms offered
under the new federal constitution,
seeing it as a sethack. Under these
circumstances, the Communist Party of
Malaya (CPM) — which launched its armed
rebellion following a spate of violence
during which three European planters
were Killed in one day in Sungai Siput,
Perak, leading to an emergency being
declared - saw an opportunity to win
disenchanted Chinese to its side in an
attempt to gain control of the country. It
was immediately outlawed by the British.

While the emergency was at its
heighl, there was little chance of political
development towards achieving self-
governance for which the 1948 Federation
ofMalaya Agreement was a slepping slone.

But in an effort lo win the people’s
“hearts and mind”, the colonial
governmenl introduced the “member
system” under which nine locals were
made members of the government’s
executive council. The British also
promised local elections to allow people
to play a more active role in government.
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I The first Maaya cabinet in 1955 led by Tunku Abdul Rahman

prior to independence in 1957.

As a result, a number- of political
parties were formed. The Malayan Indian
Congress (MIC) was formed in 1946
following the dissolution of a number of
political organisations including the Central
Indian Association of Malaya. In 1949, the
Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) was
formed, led by Tan Cheng Lock, Leong
Yew Koh and TH. Tan.

In 1951, Onn left Umno to form the
Independent pf Malaya Party (IMP) after
his proposal to admit non-Malays as Umno
members was rejected. His new party
received the MIC’s support. :

On Jan 8, 1952, reacting to the
formation of the IMP, Umnoe and MCA
announced that they would be working
together in the Kuala Lumpur municipal
council elections. Ofthe 12 seats, the Umno-
MCA alliance won nine, IMP two and an
independent one.

Disillusioned with the lukewarm
support from the non-Malays he was court-
ing, Onn formed a more nationalistic Malay
party, Parti Negara. This drove the MIC,
then led by its fourth president K.L.
Devaser, into the Alliance in 1954.

Confident that the Alliance formula of
three-racial partics working together was
acceplable to the people, the leaders
decided to contest the first federal
election in 1955 as one party. The
Alliance won 51 of the 52 seats. The Pan-
Malayan Islamic Party (PAS) won the
remaining seal.

Following the elections, the colonial

government asked Tunku Abdul Rahman,
the Umno president who succeeded Onn
and who was also the Alliance leader, to
become Chief Minister and to nominate
elected Alliance members as ministers
under the new system of self-
government.

Soon, preparations were under way
for independence. A delegation of
government members, party lecaders and
representatives of the Malay Rulers went
to London to work out steps towards
achieving Merdeka in 1957. A date was
soon decided. :

In the meantime, the Alliance
government worked hard Lo end the
emergency by Aug 31. Bul, an amnesty
offer to the communists received poor
response. So a direct meeling was arranged
in Baling between Tunlu, Singapore Chiel
Minister David Marshall and Tan Cheng
Lock with CPM secrelary-general Chin
Peng and his trusted lieutenants.

The talks collapsed after the
communists rejected the terms of
surrender. However, the failed talks proved
lo be a propaganda victory of sorts for
Tunku and the Alliance leaders.

Meanwhile, a commission of distin-
guished jurists was set up under the chair-
manship of Lord Reid with members from
Britain, India, Pakistan and Australia for
the all important task of drafting a
constitution for an independent Malaya.

On midnight on Aug 30, 1957, the Union
Jack was lowered for the last time.
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Tunku Abdul Rahman

Tunku Abdul Rahman was one of 45
children of his prolific father, Sultan Abdul
Hamid Halim Shah of Kedah. The Sultan
had married eight women at various stages
of his life and died in 1943, aged 79.

One of the eight women, Makche
Menjelara - a Siamese — was the Sultan’s
favourite. She was Tunku’s mother. She
‘was a kind woman and would go out of
her way to help others - a trait the Tunku
inherited.

One day, the Keeper of the Ruler’s
seal committed a grievous error which
annoyed the Sultan who ordered him
sent to prison. The ruler also ordered an
executioner to cul off all his children’s
thumbs.

The man’s wife pleaded with Menjelara
to intercede with the
Sultan as she did not
want her children
lo go through life
without thumbs.
Menjelara decided to
help her.

She told the
Sultan she was preg-
nant and pleaded
with her husband
not to cut off the
thumbs of the
Keeper’s children as |
she feared the child

in her womb would be born without
thumbs. :

The Sultan was superstitious and
rescinded the order, not knowing his
wife had lied.

However, shortly after the incident,
Menjelara became pregnant with the
Tunku.

That's why Tunku often joked, “I was
born under a lie?

The young prince grew up as a good-
natured sportsman and when it was time
for him Lo continue his education abroad,
his mother used her influence to get a
scholarship. He went to England, studied
law and returned to join the
administrative service and also Umno.

When Datuk Onn Jaafar resigned as
Umno presidentin 1951, Tunku, who was
deputy president, succeeded him. Umno
entered its second slage of party struggle
with Onn’s departure.

Tunku and his deputy, Tun Abdul
Razak Hussein, and other party leaders
agreed on a new agenda — Merdeka. Tunku
tried to get the cooperation of Onn, who
had formed the Independent of Malaya
Party, but was spurned.

However, the warm and affable Tunku,
with his easy leadership style, was able
to forge an alliance with the MCA in
1952 for the Kuala Lumpur municipal
elections, and later, with the MIC, in the
first federal elections in 1955.

Tunku became chiel minister and laler,
when the country became independent,
prime minister. It was under his watch

that Malaysia was formed in 1963. In 1970,
he gave up the leadership of Umno and
the country.

He is remembered as Bapak
Kemerdelsaan or Father of Independence.

The Tunku continued to be active in
public life until shortly before he died on
Dec 6, 1990.

He helped form the Organisation of
Islamic Conference based in Jeddah and
became its first secretary-general. Ile
was Regional Islamic Da’wah Council of
Southeast Asia and the Pacific president
from 1982 to 1988. He also formed
Malaysia’s Islamic Welfare Organisation
(Perkim) and was its president until
1989.

Tan Cheng Lock

Tun Tan Cheng Lock, recognised as one
of the country’s founding fathers, was born
in Malacca on April 5, 1883. He was one
of Malacca High
# School’s top students
and won a scholar-
- ship to study at the
© Raifles Institution in
Singapore.

He remained
there as one of its
teachers until 1908
" when he lefl to join
§ the rubber industry
/ where he was very
active. He later
started and owned
« three ‘rubber



companies.

Tan became actlive in public life from
1912 when the government appointed him
as Malacca Council Commissioner. In
1923, he was nominated to the Legislative
Council of the Straits Settlements.

As president of the Straits Chinese
British Association, he championed social
causes like the banning of opium
smoking, Chinese education and
immigration issues.

During the Japanese occupation of
Malaya, he was in India where he
witnessed the Indian struggle for
ndependence under Mahatma Gandhi
and Jawaharlal Pandil Nehru. e
visualised a uniled Malaya as a “self-
governing” British colony.

After World War 11, he was active in a
number of Chinese organisations. On Feb
27, 1949, Tan, together with a few close
associates, founded the Malayan
Chinese Association (MCA) with an
agenda of winning a place for the Chinese
community in the country’s affairs as it
headed towards independence.

Tan was supportive of Dalo Onn
Jaafar’s non-communal Independent of
Malaya Parly but decided not to cooper-

ate with him when he discovered that .

the former Ummno president was not too
generous on the issue of citizenship.
Tan and Umno president Tunku Abdul
Rahman were able to forge a parlner-
ship between their parties for the Kuala
Lumpur municipal election in 1952. The
cooperalion was found to benefit both

" parties, and later the MIC, which joined

the partnership in 1955, and their
respective communities. A more
permanent arrangement came into being
in the form-of the Alliance, the forerunner
of the Barisan Nasional.

In 1958, the MCA president was
made a Tun for his contribution to his
community and the nation. He died on
Dec 16, 1960 at the age of 77.

V.T. Sambanthan

Tun V.T. Sambanthan, the fifth Malayan
Indian Congress (MIC) president, was
born in Sungai Siput in 1919. His father
was a rubber estale owner and when he
died, Sambanthan inherited the
property.

He was sent to India to study at the
Annamalai University in Madras. The
Indians were fighting for independence
then and much of what went on and what
was said influenced

the young =
Sambanthan. i
When he

returned to Malaya,
he quickly became
involved in the
activities of the
Indian organisa-
lions, especially the
MIC which was
formed in 1946 by
mostly non-Tamil
Indian elites.
Sambanthan
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worked very hard to bring thé party to the
Tamil workers which formed about 85%
of the plantation work force.

In 1955, he was elected MIC -

president and remained in that position
until 1973. By then, the party had joined
the Alliance after it had unsuccessfully
tried to collaborate with Datuk Onn
Jaafar’s Independent of Malaya Party.

Sambanthan was able to establish a
personal rapport with Umno president
Tunku Abdul Rahman and MCA
president Tun Tan Cheng Lock. And it
was under his leadership that the MIC
achieved a stronger foothold within the
Alliance.

Sambanthan was Labour Minister in
the pre-Independent cabinetl. He was
subsequently Health Minister (1957-59),
Works, Posts and Telecommunications
Minister (1959-1971) and National Unity
Minister (1972-74.).

Sambanthan resigned as MIC
president in 1973 and following thal,
was made chairman of the National Unity
Board, which replaced the National Unity
\/Ilnlstly, until 1978.

In 1960, he promoted the idea of a
cooperative to help Indian plantation
workers. The cooperalive bought an estate
at Bukit Sidim, and thereafter purchased
more estates thal were being sold off by
British concerns.

The cooperative later became the
National Land and Finance Cooperative

Society. Sambanthan was at its helm until
his death in 1979. /




