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This book is dedicated to all who play this beautiful game – may your swing be true, and the winds always with you.
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“Man in his foolishness and shortsightedness believes he must make choices in this life. He trembles at the risk he takes. We all know fear. But no. Our choice is of no importance. The moment comes when our eyes are opened and we see and realise that grace is infinite. We need only await it and acknowledge it in gratitude. Grace makes no conditions. And see: that which we have chosen is given to us, and that which we have refused is also granted to us.”

—from Babette’s Feast (1987)
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INTRODUCTION

Since my retirement, I have been most fortunate in being able to have done some of the things I have always wanted to but haven’t had the time for. I say “fortunate” because I know of some people who spend the rest of their entire lives not knowing what they really want to do. Sadly, some find out only when it is too late.

Reading fiction is one of the things I cherish immensely. Besides admiring a writer’s creative mind and command of language, there is relief and satisfaction in reading a good story. A great writer will not just paint a picture of a new world: he or she can put you in it, right there with the characters. There are not many things better than curling up in bed with a cup of coffee and a book you truly enjoy reading.

When I was young we did not have much money to spare for books, so I had an unfulfilled longing that needed to be addressed. Books make you feel that you are not alone and they help you learn so much about the world. When you feel you need inspiration or motivation, just turn the pages and you’ll find comfort. Malaysians would enjoy greater access to books of all kinds if only their command of English were better.

The poor standard of English amongst young Malaysians is due to our leaders’ wrong attitude. They are a selfish lot who are proud to deliver their speeches in their best English at international conferences in London and New York. But when they are at home they tell schoolchildren that our duty is to “uphold” the national language, whatever that means. If our leaders are indeed proud of the national language why don’t they deliver their international speeches in Malay? A Japanese leader will insist very politely on speaking Japanese even if he is a Western-educated economic expert. He will even bow deeply when addressing us—but he takes pride in his language when he represents his country.

The truth is our leaders merely want the international community to know how good their English is. They want to be known as leaders who can converse in English with Barack Obama and David Cameron. They want everyone to know they have no need for translators, that they are perhaps “better” than their Japanese or Korean counterparts. Language is a means of communication, a vehicle for the transport of ideas or knowledge. Why must our politicians always politicise it?

So I read and I think about language and the way each of us, with our own language, makes a bridge between vastly different peoples in the cause of friendship. But I do have another interest that is not entirely unrelated, although it might seem so at first blush:

I play golf with passion and enthusiasm. This is the story of my relationship with the game, which I started 30 years ago. I did not play it seriously for many years and it is only recently that the game has had a new lease of life for me.

Although I started playing the game long ago, it was never at the top of my “to-do” list until lately. Now I play at least three times a week. I must declare outright that I am not by any measure a good player; in fact, it’s more accurate to say that I am a weak player with a handicap of 22. That, however, has not prevented me from playing the best golf in my life.

What appeals to me most about the game is the foundation on which it is built. Without honour and respect for self-imposed rules, there is no golf. Moral standards and ethical principles may have largely been dispensed with in other sports (as well as in politics) where winning and the ability to overcome the competition justifies everything—but that is not so in golf.

In the world of golf the morality of the game has not changed. A golfer is still expected to tell everyone the exact number of strokes played on a particular hole and there are no umpires to ensure that people tell the truth. Likewise, if a ball goes into the woods, the golfer must say truthfully if he can find the ball. Of course, there are golfers who try to cheat by doing things that are barred by the rules—but they are a minority.

This minority, however, is growing. More and more players are breaking the rules and breaching the etiquette of the game. Even in a Club’s monthly match I have noticed players are prepared to cheat and ignore the rules. They help themselves to “preferred lies”, when they are not permitted, so the ball can sit better for them. Sometimes they take too much time and ignore the players behind them. The idea of being reasonable with others, so that they will do the same for you, is sometimes forgotten—all the grand prizes, ranging from overseas flights for two to expensive golf clubs to fine dining, have spoiled the players. Even the handicap system has gone haywire because of the lucrative prizes. If the corporate prizes for these competitions are not as grand, perhaps Malaysian golfers will be less tempted to “manage” their handicaps and will play to their actual ability. Integrity is always challenged when expensive things are put before us.

Still, the consensus is that golf continues to be played by ladies and gentlemen who respect the code of honourable conduct. We never get players involved in fistfights nor do we hear loud jeering from spectators (well, except maybe at the Ryder Cup). By and large, people are respectful and are interested only in the game.

Also, golf is special because you can play with anyone, even the best professionals, via the handicapping system and the rules of the game. You can’t play tennis against Pete Sampras and not be slaughtered, but you can play with Tiger Woods and give him a decent fight if he lets you have your entitlement to the strokes stipulated by the handicap. That’s the magic of golf.

My perseverance over the years somehow influenced my wife Suliana to follow me when we travelled around the country to play. Now I am proud to say that she is one of the better players in the family. The best player in our household is of course my eldest son Izad Kazran, whom I reckon plays to 12. My other son Ezra (if he were to play often enough) would get the Most Talented Player Award, Suliana the Best Lady Player and I might take the Most Improved Player. For reasons I cannot understand, my daughter Alysha refuses even to try playing the game. She tells us that she is left-handed, as if we don’t already know, and the only thing about golf that appeals to her is the attire, especially if the dress is pink.

In any case, I have travelled extensively over the past three years and have played lots of golf. In the course of these travels I would jot down some notes about my game and the attractive places I had been to. In writing these I would sometimes recall things from memory and I hope here that memory has not failed me. Other times I would write about whatever crossed my mind. If one is in the public eye today in Malaysia, it is almost impossible to separate one’s private thoughts from those floating around in the public sphere. So many issues and problems are being discussed—or rather, not being discussed critically or with enough depth—and if one has an enquiring mind one will almost inevitably start brooding about politics.

As I reflected and pondered, I began crisscrossing from one end of the thought spectrum to the other. So, once I decided to publish these notes I made an effort to expunge my political views from them in order to stay on target: the narrative should focus on golfing, I thought, not politics. I have not, however, always been successful because old habits die hard.

I feel a strong sense of duty towards politics and it has occupied an important place in my professional life. My notes about golf became a way for me to think about political questions that still bother me. For this reason I hope that readers who play golf (and many golfers I know do shun politics) will understand that my intention is to talk about the beautiful game that we share. It is also my way of writing about this game to locate it in the context in which it is played. That is to say, we play it here in Malaysia, today. My comments about politics are like the slices and the hook shots that we all have: we never intended for them to be there, but there they are and in turn they help determine who we are and how we play the game.

The idea of sharing a joyful experience is innate in human nature, and I believe that it’s the joy we should share, not burdensome hard-luck stories full of gloom and doom. I am not sure if readers will find my golfing experiences especially inspiring or useful, but I have made every effort to make sure that they will not find them boring or dreadful. At the very least, the reader should be able to read how the most ungifted golfer ever—and who played badly for so very long—still had so much fun doing it. He never gave up and never threw his clubs into the lake. He never cursed his wife when he got home.

So here I am with a book that combines both my love of reading as well as my love for golf. The idea really began when I visited a Melbourne bookshop many years ago. I came across a book by Chris Santella titled: Fifty Places to Play Golf Before You Die. I had no intention then of writing anything, but I said to myself, “That’s what I’ll do. I’ll visit these places.” I wasn’t planning necessarily to visit all the courses recommended by the writer but, yes, I would certainly try. This present book is a result of my reflections from that adventure.

I know that in any competitive sport people admire the gifted and the champions. This is why Tiger Woods and Rory McIlroy have thousands following them whenever they play and have become household names even to non-golfers. This is precisely why I wish to stop here and urge you to pause. Let’s take some time to talk about the game and not the star players. One does not need to be even a moderate player to do this. One merely needs to be an observant and passionate golfer willing to share one’s innermost thoughts about the game and the world around it. This is what I am trying to do with this book.

I confess that it has been difficult for me to truly express what I feel because I don’t have a flair for writing. When I first saw the golf courses in Hawaii I wanted to melt and disappear. A similar sensation engulfed me when travelling in Scotland on a clear day: I thought that if heaven were like that, then I had to do all the good I was capable of just to get there in the Afterlife.

These descriptions seemed very clumsy to me when I compared them to the craft of my favourite writers. I have tried to learn something from them but the truth is, unfortunately, here too I am not as good as I want to be. While readers might not get the full picture of my feelings and my thoughts, I enjoy writing as much as I enjoy golfing. I hope therefore that I have done a good enough job here to make these narratives as enjoyable to read as they have been to write.

Although I have travelled extensively, my opportunity to meet and talk to superstars of the game has been limited. Close encounters with them (e.g. sitting at the same table and having a chat or drinks) have been few and far between. There was a chance encounter with Greg Norman in a pro shop on the Gold Coast, and I did sit next to Vijay Singh at dinner in Taiwan (he was a quiet person and hardly said a word to anyone at the table). There was also Johnny Miller showing off his skills to a small group of admirers at a golf exhibition game at a Californian desert resort, and there was Jack Nicklaus in Kuala Lumpur three years ago.

With Jack I was able to exchange some pleasantries and to ask him a few questions. Whom did he regard as his strongest adversary? What was the one tip he could give me about the game? He said I should read his books but then quickly realised that his curt reply wouldn’t do. He then said that I should not have any tension when addressing the ball and that the simplest way to do this was not to ground the club when doing so. Lifting it above the ground would make it easier for the club to swing more freely. Trust me, this is one tip I can vouch for in all earnestness.

As for his greatest adversary, he said, that would be Arnold Palmer. Arnold may not have achieved as much as Jack did on the golf course, but he is definitely more accomplished as a course designer and astute businessman. His swashbuckling style also generated plenty of spectator support. Calling themselves “Arnie’s Army”, his followers trailed him wherever he played. He contributed immensely to the game’s popularity and in this way, helped to increase the prize money for professional golfers. They owe that much to Arnold, and we the home spectators are indebted to him for the Golf Channel, which he co-founded.

The debate about who the greatest golfers of all time are continues to rage with no solution in sight. Some will strongly argue for Nicklaus based on the 18 Majors he’s won. Others go for Woods equally vociferously. I prefer to break down golfing prowess into parts: who the longest hitters are, the best putters, who has the best sand-play and so on. This is closer to the truth than lumping them all together. We also have to bear in mind the era in which people play the game. If the longest hitters today are John Daly and Woods (at their prime), then I say they’d have little chance against Sam Snead and Nicklaus if both these golfers were at their prime today and had the same equipment. Technological improvement in the golf shaft and golf balls has given longer distance to the game but we should not reduce golf to statistics, nor should we even try to decipher who the “greatest player” is. Playing the game is easy. You can either be a good player or a bad one. Experiencing golf is another dimension altogether and it comes to those who open their hearts to the spirit of the game.

One of the most attractive things about golf is that it is a game bound by tradition, and despite my progressive political views I am a traditionalist at heart. Football, rugby and cricket (for example) are now being played in ways that differ greatly from the days of their inception. Rules have changed enormously to cater to the growing competitiveness of these sports and the demands of spectators.

Golf, however, seems to have remained the same and the same rules still apply today as they have always done. Technology has changed the materials from which clubs are made but nothing else has intruded into the game. What keeps golf apart is that it does not depend on gamesmanship or showmanship to sustain its appeal.

That said, I have friends who change golf clubs as often as they change cars. Cars depreciate quickly (unless it’s a rare Ferrari or Rolls Royce). One way to cut one’s losses is to sell them within three years, but these guys have lots of money and I don’t think depreciation gets in between their ears when deciding to get a new car. What about those who change clubs? A friend once told me he had 30 clubs in his two homes. He collected golf clubs like people collect stamps and red wine.

This is understandable as avid golfers should widen their experience not just in playing the game but also in collecting the various models of the equipment used. Over time one can see the evolution and changes in golf equipment, and my friend had them all. Not only could he engage in some bragging rights about his collection, his grandchildren will one day be proud to inherit them. I have the same passion but unfortunately I’m unable to dabble in buying golf clubs. At most I will change clubs every few years. I find it difficult to have more than two sets of clubs at any time as the “feel” disappears every time I change the set of clubs I use. Familiarity is the option I choose.

Golf, to me, is an almost Zen-like experience. It’s about quiet sportsmanship—the commitment to playing and being bound by the rules strengthens the character of players of the game. There is of course the occasional fist pump and shout of joy when we hole crucial putts, but generally the camaraderie is there in full view and the crowd is never hostile. The deliberate infringement of rules by fellow-players is unheard of, and integrity is highly valued.

Today, golf is still literally a “walk in the park”. It’s a search for harmony in the swing, which brings occasional feelings of personal achievement when things go well.

I would like to make a special mention of thanks to Dato’ Alias Shamsuddin (Suliana’s father), whose forceful views about the pleasures of golf made me rethink my attitude towards the game. As a young man I always thought that golf was too slow and that one would find the game sufficiently appealing only when one got to retirement age. I initially rejected offers to play the game and it was only when I had the occasion to watch him play several times at the Subang Golf Club that I gradually grew convinced that the game was a lot more challenging than I had first thought. I learnt that one needs a certain tempo, rhythm and balance to strike a stationary ball and send it flying in the direction you wanted it to go. Dato’ Alias is a good golfer and never hits at the ball: he sweeps it cleanly. Even now in his mid-80s he still has a good swing. The Club itself was an intriguing space—it is certainly one of the best golf courses in the country, with beautiful trees, wide fairways and the smiling portrait of Tunku Abdul Rahman in its main entrance.

I then decided to have a go at golf myself, and that’s when we started travelling to Sri Morib, Selangor, to play. I was hooked. In 1987, that was the only Club we could afford to play in. We had to travel there in the early morning with the children still sleeping in the back seat. Today I think Suliana is hooked as well, although she will not admit it. Women generally seem unwilling to admit that they are hooked on anything. They seem to think it’s a sign of weakness.

I must also mention my childhood friend Dr Fadzil Man. He has no idea that he is a golfing inspiration to me. You see, Dr Fadzil Man is not a particularly talented golfer, by which I mean that he does not have the smooth swing good golfers have. His balance is good only when the sun doesn’t get too hot; otherwise, the swaying can play havoc with his swing. However, he is always looking for a game and is afraid of no one. This can-do spirit and willingness to play against anyone was what I found deeply appealing. I said to myself: if Dr Fadzil Man could do it, why not me?

Finally, I have written this book in the hope of selling some copies to raise money for charity. Every year we have to find some RM300,000 or more to maintain and fund the activities of the Yayasan Orang Kurang Upaya Kelantan (Kelantan Foundation for the Disabled). This is a charity for the disabled and the poor in Kelantan who are desperately in need of help, whether in the form of therapy, medical advice, vocational training or home visits to those who are sick and bedridden. Philanthropy is usually the work of wealthy people. It’s difficult if not impossible to start a charity with little financial means. However, 14 years ago Suliana and I started this charity in Kelantan to help the disabled and young children with autism, although we are not and never have been wealthy. We believe one does not have to be rich to support the less fortunate in society, and that a community project can be financially supported by the public if they believe in the work that we do. There are enough generous and caring people out there who only need to be shown what we have done. Over the years, we have welcomed committed donors to our cause and we want to thank them from the bottom of our hearts. Needless to say, we must continually carry out all kinds of activities to raise funds, and writing this book is one of them.

The Foundation is also fortunate that many doctors, nurses and other volunteers have come forward to give their time and effort to alleviate suffering. The talented actress Maya Karin helps us with fundraising, not to mention countless friends of Suliana who have gone to great lengths to organise all kinds of events to keep the Foundation afloat. To you guys and gals, I say thank you very much indeed.

The only thing I can do to chip in is to write this book and (I hope) convince those who find it readable to contribute to the Foundation by buying a copy (all proceeds will go to the Foundation after we have deducted the printing and publishing costs). So, I shall throw a challenge to all golfers in the country: there are probably more than 100,000 active golfers here and if only some of you buy this book, we will certainly meet the target of raising money for the Foundation. Your contribution will give the disabled and the poor some joy, just as you get some joy with a curling putt or a chip from nowhere. To my friends from STAROBA and my golfing friends The Buayas and the Mafias at the Royal Selangor Golf Club who will no doubt spread the news about this book and the fundraising, may Allah bless you all.

I take this opportunity to thank retired naval officer, advocate and solicitor, and golf enthusiast Commander (Rtd) RMN S. Thayaparan for kindly writing the Foreword to this book. He has long been a generous supporter of our Foundation, and I believe he has insightfully captured what I had hoped to accomplish by writing this book. I also wish to thank my childhood friend Tengku Asri whose wonderful illustration graces the cover. It has been good to reconnect with him and to reminisce about the past.

I wish to also mention Tunku Puteri Dato’ Seri Jawahir Tuanku Ja’afar, president of the Malaysian Ladies Golf Association or MALGA, and her team for doing a wonderful job for ladies’ golf in Malaysia. Our ladies’ performance in the Queen Sirikit Tournament is a fair measure of their ability vis-à-vis other Asia-Pacific players, and undoubtedly Malaysian ladies have gone from strength to strength. Meanwhile, MALGA’s executive director Dato Rabeahtul Aloya Abas is also a family friend who has shared with me some ideas about how the game of golf should be developed in the country.

I hope a book such as this one will contribute to the discussion we need to have in order to revitalise the game of golf in Malaysia. There are many things that golfers, Clubs, golf administrators and the Government can collectively carry out to spearhead the development of the sport. Together we can identify and harness the talent needed for the game to grow. Malaysia needs to produce more top-ranked golfers as Thailand and Indonesia have done. The game will need a star for Malaysians to come in droves to play.

As I write this, Tun Dr Lim Keng Yaik has just passed away. He lived in Tropicana, not far from my house. I didn’t know him well when he was a Minister but when we both retired he was kind and generous enough to donate to the Foundation. We had a few lunches together where we would talk about politics, especially the need to reshape the politics of race in this country. He even had grand plans for his party, Gerakan, even though he had retired as its president. We always ended our meetings with a promise to play golf, but we never did. May his soul rest in peace.
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FOREWORD

This is a book about golf; more specifically, this is a book about golf written by a former politician. Both the sport and the profession elicit apathy or worse from the public, particularly in Malaysia. Here golfing conjures up images of shady politicians and unscrupulous businessmen making deals on the green, far removed from the scrutiny of the average Malaysian.

Depending on your partisan bent, politics is either dominated by saints who want to save this country, or devils who want to destroy it. At this moment there is little room for compromise, and nuanced political positions like the kind Zaid Ibrahim espouses are seen as waffling, or worse, treacherous.

Far & Sure – For Golf and Country is written specifically for skeptics of golf and politicians. It does not dwell solely on the mechanics of golf and is also not a travelogue of golf landmarks—it is a former politician’s meditation on the sport’s spiritual underpinnings and the turbulent nature of Malaysian politics.

The author is neither a professional golfer nor a professional politician, so readers hoping for a backroom pass into the perceived high-society intersection of golf and politics will be disappointed. What this book conveys instead is the simple joys of golfing without the arcana associated with the sport, and pointed observations—or should I say, shots at— contemporary political issues.

Anyone who has followed the author’s political career would realise that he is the ultimate outsider by choice. This outsider perspective is reflected in his preference for playing the game alone and challenging himself within the confines of the rules, which have changed very little, unlike in some other, more accessible sporting activities.

Golf, we are told, is a metaphor for life. Yet very few of the sport’s enthusiasts have managed to convey this sentiment with any genuine sincerity. What we know of golf is what we witness on our television sets, our perception obscured by the familiar faces who dominate the sport not just with their abilities, but also their personal lives.

In other words, the metaphor is lost because we confuse the lives of these golf heroes with reflections of the sport. What Zaid Ibrahim does in this book is to ground that metaphor in reality. He humanises the sport by honestly describing his deficits as a player, the joy in watching others play better, and his interaction with family members on and off the course. He believes that in life, as in golf, the only yardstick one should measure oneself by is the fidelity to the principles (rules) that one lives or plays by.

This is a book where lessons mined from golf are put into the context of the author’s observations of the political quagmire this country finds itself in. By no means is this a polemic, for the author takes a measured stance—as he puts it, “A golf swing without fluidity and grace is not a proper golf swing.” Zaid Ibrahim makes nuanced and sympathetic observations about Malaysia’s political reality.

The manner in which he chooses to engage with places and people, whom many of us may not have had the chance to meet, is done with a practicality borne out of modest beginnings. This is why the author sees no contradictions in believing that golf is an everyman sport despite the elitisms that it seems to have a symbiotic relationship with.

Using the word “modest” to describe a non-privileged upbringing is a cliché (especially in the context of politicians) that I would normally argue should be put to rest. However, in this instance, the author’s retelling of events that shaped his life and the earnestness that flows throughout the narrative saves the word from triteness.

The author’s golfing experiences span the globe, but with each foreign destination, Malaysia and its problems are never far from his mind. We get a glimpse of these exotic locales, but these observations are made without the characteristic pomposity that goes with the sport.

Each destination—whether foreign or local—is an opportunity to revisit people or events that have shaped this nation, or in some cases, the author. Golf, with its tradition of fair play and honour, is the vehicle with which the author chooses to dissect the Malaysian political malaise.

Golf is also the moral barometer with which the author attempts to define his own political positions. More importantly, this book is the author’s argument for extending the sport to all Malaysians as a means of self reflection, which he believes the sport is uniquely suited for.

This is also a book about Malaysia, seen through the eyes of a proud Malaysian and of a sport which for too long has existed in rarefied air, unreachable to all but a few. Here, however, it has been humanised by an advocate who sincerely believes that the lessons learnt on the golf course go beyond the pecuniary advantages that most enthusiasts seek.

The fact that proceeds from the sale of this book will go to the Kelantan Foundation for the Disabled, the charity the author and his wife founded, is just another lesson that the author discovered from golf: “In golf, the paramount principle is to be considerate to other players”.

If indeed we are all players in the Malaysian game of life, Zaid Ibrahim makes a compelling argument that golf offers more than just a stroll on pleasant green acres.

Commander (Rtd) RMN S. Thayaparan
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A PASSION FOR THE GREEN

Home, Petaling Jaya, 2012

“Golf is said to be a humbling game, but it’s surprising how many people are either not aware of their weakness or else reckless of consequence.” ~ Bobby Jones

I was 32 years old when I first started playing the game. My original interest in golf came about purely because I had been told that one could establish “good contacts” while playing golf. Having good contacts was considered very important if one was trying to succeed as a professional lawyer in Malaysia, and so I duly did as I was told.

Why? The truth is that only when one is “buddy-buddy” with bankers, insurance executives, top civil servants, property developers and the like, can one make serious inroads into the competitive business of metropolitan lawyering. So it was purely a business consideration that prompted me to take an interest in a game in which, for a long time, I simply had no interest.

I remember that, soon after I got married, my father-in-law Dato’ Alias Shamsuddin said that he was willing to nominate me for membership at the Subang Golf Club. I politely declined, telling him that the game was “too slow” and that it was perhaps more suitable for older men. Like on so many other occasions, I was wrong and this book is a kind of confession.

I was also wrong to think that golf would help me make good contacts. After playing for many years I did not discover any hidden network of “power-brokers” who could have had an impact on my job or my business prospects. With the exception of some close friends who played the game just for fun, I found business people and civil servants on golf courses to be intimidating. They were extremely competitive and often played for money—in some cases big money. There was also an elitist class-grouping evident in many of the courses I played on.

Sadly, in this regard the game has not changed much over the years. Golf in Malaysia is still a sport for elite men playing only amongst themselves, who use the opportunity to tell stories about their various conquests (there’s the infamous—though wildly inaccurate—Internet joke about “golf” being the acronym for “Gentlemen Only, Ladies Forbidden”). Golf is certainly not about making contacts across cultural lines, nor is it useful for business if you belong to a “different” class.

I soon observed that Malaysian golf still retained some of the characteristics of early 19th-century golf in England and Scotland where only the wealthy played. It is worth remembering here that, in the early years of the game, it was strictly for “gentlemen” only and caddies were allowed to play with these gentlemen out of necessity because, besides carrying the bags, caddies were the better players. The “gentlemen” would therefore partner with the more skillful caddies, especially when wagering against each other.

That was then. Today, with the growing middle class, you can find more professionals and teachers out on the green. But it is still true that only a privileged few can afford taking up golf as a serious pastime. There is an evident lack of urban public courses—the only one in Kota Damansara, for example, attracts people who arrive in Mercedes Benzes and BMWs—not the average middle- or working–class folks.

As such, I believe that golf reflects how our society is evolving: the rich get more attention than the rest of the people even when it comes to the games they play. Look at the millions we spend every year on so-called “glamour sports” like Formula One racing, yachting championships, and golf sponsorships that bring in big names like Tiger Woods to Malaysia. Not that I am complaining about the last one, but no one has really convinced me how such sporting extravaganzas improve the profiles of these sports amongst locals. Do these events encourage more Malaysians to take them up—not that one can afford a yacht or a Formula One car (let alone the training that goes with it)? Do we capitalise on our major golfing events with local programmes for ordinary folk?

No. We don’t. All we are told is that the country received some kind of “huge financial benefit”, but no one gives us the actual figures let alone a cost-benefit analysis. By contrast, very little is spent on sports facilities in schools, public parks and children’s playgrounds where the rest of us (and especially the young) can test our skills.

I should have thought that since the current Prime Minister and his deputy are both accomplished golfers, someone would have ordered one of the Government-linked companies to launch a massive campaign to encourage more Malaysians to play golf. By doing so, we can target the Olympics 20 years from now. We already have adequate golf courses but lack the funds required for their proper maintenance. Cheaper golf equipment would be feasible if bulk purchases were made for schools and Clubs.

I believe that golf is a very suitable sport for the average Malaysian. It does not require brute strength or the ability to run quickly (or, indeed, at all), nor does one need the bulk of a rugby player. If the average Malaysian (such as myself) can play it, those who are a little more supple and agile will certainly have a shot at the world stage. But if all we are interested in is rubbing shoulders with sports superstars and pretty models, then glitzy world-class events would certainly be more appropriate.

I have been told that we have about 200 golf courses in Malaysia but based on my travels I don’t see how that can be true. In some states like Kelantan, Perlis and Pahang, there are only a few courses. I’ve also been told that Malaysia has more than 350,000 golfers, but again I take this with a pinch of salt. The Malaysian Golfers Association or MGA only knows of players with a handicap card and many Malaysians play the game without bothering to have one. I believe we only have 100,000 or so golfers—the others are part-timers. These statistics do not bode well for the game. Scotland has 370 courses and a population of 5.5 million. Sweden too has more courses than we do. Most of the courses in Scotland are open to the public, although the rich can still ensconce themselves in places like Gleneagles, St Andrews or Loch Lomond. But it’s not just about numbers. What golf can do for a country is far greater than winning medals at the Olympics or at an international championship, or bringing in tourist money.

Golf is not just a sport. In my view, playing it can be a character-building experience. Done correctly, golf can shape one’s values and, by extension, it can help shape the character of an entire nation. To play correctly, one must understand not just the techniques but also the dynamics of the game.

Golf is a game of discovery that takes patience and application. The skills required are the same as in other games where hand and eye coordination is necessary. Golf is also a mental game, more so than any other sport. By that, I am referring to the ability to remain focused, and at the same time, to be at ease with oneself, both of which are fundamental to playing the game. We need to imagine the stroke in our minds before executing it. Jack Nicklaus is a great believer in this and says a player must first see the ball’s flight path in his or her mind. I have played the game a long time, but I have yet to see this flight path. Technique is not my forte nor will I compound this by attempting to “teach” it to you. This book is as much about what I think as a result of playing golf as it is about golf per se. It’s the underlying philosophy of the game that captivates me, and in this book I hope to share with you the feelings I have as I play the game.

I have said it often enough elsewhere and I will say it again here: Malaysia is a nation torn apart. We have lost our national identity and personality. On a daily basis we speak about our differences and why we need to remain apart from each other. We seem to be proud of justifying the status quo and if this continues, very soon our march forward will grind to a halt. Perhaps we have never really had the opportunity to build an identity that could be truly cohesive. In any case, we need something new: a national personality that is both organic and all-embracing. We want to come back home from abroad looking forward to the shared values we believe in, our deep friendships, and our unshakeable faith in fairness and goodwill towards all the different peoples of our land. Above all, we should want the ability to experience togetherness without much effort.

I believe that we can only remake ourselves into a vibrant, peaceful and prosperous country by rediscovering our national identify—and I say national because I don’t mean racial, communal, religious, or any of the sundry ways we like to divide ourselves by. Because of this, I also believe that we can only progress not by party-political arguments or processes, but by embarking on the journey of self-discovery—and by doing so together. Politicians can only do so much (and often not all that much good). The real change has to come from the rest of us. And we should never let anyone use issues like May 13 as a political weapon to bludgeon people into submission. It is sickening.

I came to these conclusions through golf and through the process of self-discovery that is inherent in golf. If more Malaysians were to play this game, I think that they would have a much better chance of discovering both themselves and each other. But of course they will only do so if they want to.

I didn’t want to, originally. Golf came as a surprise—a revelation—to me, and I discovered something very precious about it only much later in life: golf is the most humbling yet fulfilling game humanity has ever invented. A slow and plodding game it certainly is not. It brings joy or excitement, often both simultaneously. It is everything that is sweet and full of happiness. It is competitive, but one’s greatest rival is one’s own handicap. Where in the past it was considered a “gentleman’s game”, today I believe it has the power to make gentlemen (and ladies, of course) out of all of us. And the thing about golf is that it involves a great deal of fun.

Malaysia today needs a dose of fun and happiness that goes beyond skin-deep. We must be able to celebrate together once again without having to stuff our faces at lavish open houses when politicians seek to impress us. Golf is subliminal: it is a philosophy and it requires us to philosophise in our own way to reflect on ourselves as well as others and our shared environment. At the very least, it is a more certain route to unity than the buffet table.

I digress. This book tells the story of my journey playing this most enthralling and beautiful game. As I mentioned earlier, it is a book about my reflections on golf as well as other things, which I hope will prove at least interesting if not entertaining to read.

Come then, and take a stroll with me to the tee box.
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THE UGLY MALAYSIAN

Home, Petaling Jaya, 2013

Why do I say that golf can fix the disjointed Malaysian personality? I believe golf has a fixed personality. One can only play the game by discovering how the laws of physics affect it. The swing plane, the sweet spot, the rhythm that produces the maximum club speed—these are all universal laws that cannot be changed. No amount of tweaking or physical exertion can alter the game’s physical dynamics.

I believe that the Malaysian public personality is somewhat disjointed. It’s hard to say if we are a liberal democracy or an Islamic country; a conservative or modern society. We have a lethal mixture that defies classification. Sometimes we are described as multireligious and multicultural, while at other times we are dead set against pluralism.

It’s not bad to have different perceptions and values but there has to be common acceptance of who we are. Otherwise, there will be total incoherence about our nature and a split personality will emerge. We all know what happens when someone has a split-personality disorder. At the level of entire societies, hostility and eventually violence and harm may well follow.

The reason why golf is such a wonderful game is because the core elements of unity and harmony are integral to it. A golf swing without fluidity and grace is not a proper golf swing. Likewise, the Malaysian personality needs to cohere and gel in unity if we want harmony in the country.

The laws of golf—and above all its spirit of honour—apply to our national life too. Unless we learn to play by the rules of the game we will not experience the joy that golf brings. Likewise, unless we are willing to live in society and are prepared to be governed by shared values, we will not live in peace.

In golf, the paramount principle is to be considerate to other players. We must not do things we don’t want other players to do to us. For example, the worst thing golfers can experience is slow play. When the game is inordinately slow, it upsets the momentum of other players and also their concentration. So it’s important that golfers play in the time allotted to them by the rules of the game.

In our country too we must not make demands of other groups that are impossible to fulfill. In January 2013, the Sultan of Selangor made a statement that the word “Allah” should not be used by non-Muslims in the state. The conflict surrounding the use of “Allah” had earlier gone to the High Court, which permitted its use. What then is the right thing for the people of Selangor to do? Do they abide by the court’s decision or the Sultan’s decree?

It’s unfortunate that a court decision has been treated in this fashion. It would have been better to wait for the highest court to make a ruling rather than to pre-empt it. It’s even more tragic for the Sikh community, which has the word “Allah” in its Holy Book. Naturally, it’s impossible for them to follow the

If we take the philosophy of golf as a guide, we would not impose such a restriction. Fairness dictates it and, besides, we surely would not like others to impose such restrictions on us. In golf we do not take unfair advantage of other players. When we go searching for a wayward ball in the bushes, our opponent does not follow us—in most instances, no one would know if we were to drop another ball from our pockets in order to avoid the penalty for the lost ball. This is cheating and we would never do such a thing.

Taking unfair advantage indicates moral opacity and a total lack of respect for our friends playing the game. Similarly, in a multireligious country the majority must not take unfair advantage of their superiority to impose rules that violate the rights of other communities. We are all bound together in this game of life, so let’s not make it difficult for our fellow-citizens. In fact, again taking the leaf from golf, honour dictates that we be magnanimous and allow minorities some space to practise their religions as they see fit.

It will take years before a golfer knows all the rules of the game. Many who play it haven’t read the Rule Book let alone understood it fully. They think rules are not important because the caddies are supposed to tell them when there’s any doubt. It will take time in the evolution of the game before players know the Rules and appreciate their significance. Similarly, ethical values and good conduct will also take time to be immersed in the body of society. This evolution will proceed only if it is unimpeded by external factors.

Unfortunately, some of us are more interested in manufacturing “correct” values that are dictated mainly by political expectations. This isn’t leadership. It’s blatant populism.

Golf evolved over centuries and its distinct personality and philosophy have formed over time. You can’t hurry the game, and the swing can’t be manufactured to cater to immediate gratification. If we take this approach with our country we may achieve the peace and stability we all want. We may even be able to enjoy being Malaysian.
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PASSAGE THROUGH BOMBAY

Bombay (Mumbai), India, September 2012

India is always an exciting country to visit. One can see improvements every time one goes there. Things get better even in the slums although some might disagree. Suliana and I are on the way to Bombay with my good friends Dr Ampi and his family. It’s supposed to be cooler this time of year but rain has taken some of the fun away. Dr Ampi wants us to stay with them at The Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, and we defer to his good taste even though the hotel is way above our budget. True to its reputation, the hotel is full of splendour and history, although people still talk about the tragic terrorist attacks of 2008.

They say that the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel can do “anything” for its guests, so I was pretty confident that it could arrange for me to play a round of golf at the Royal Willingdon Sports Club.

Alas no. This establishment, founded during the British Raj in 1918, could not oblige me. According to their rules, a member had to sign me in and play along as well. I couldn’t call Amitabh Bachchan for help, nor any of the other Bollywood stars who happened not to be in my address book, so I ended up walking up and down the Clubhouse waiting for a taxi to whisk me away from the 27-hole course.

Indeed the Club’s terrace was very spacious, providing a great deal of room for members to relax and have their lunch by the tranquil beauty of the manicured garden. The architectural columns were beautifully constructed and the ambiance was very British. After all, Lord Willingdon (the Governor of Bombay) established the club after several other clubs refused him permission to bring a Maharaja as a guest. The Club has maintained itself very well over the years and one could not help but feel a little nostalgic for the old “glory days” of British Malaya.

In Kuala Lumpur we do of course have similar establishments in similar buildings that are inhabited by similar people even to this day. Just as we have a few snooty members, there were some at the Willingdon (very probably the cream of Bombay society) who seemed likewise aloof. Well, certain people all over the world have this disposition and behaviour. It’s nothing to fret about.

Waiting for my taxi, I spied the Willingdon golf course that had been denied me. It was a pretty flat stretch of parkland not entirely different from my own Royal Selangor Golf Club. I thought the maintenance could have been much better, which was some consolation. We are indeed fortunate that the golf courses in Kuala Lumpur are of the First-World category, which is by no means to say that we maintain our courses equally well elsewhere in the country.

In fact, some of our courses have closed down and disappeared entirely because people thought they could make more money by turning them into some kind of property development. I was told by a member of the Royal Perak Golf Club, for example, that four years ago the Club decided to let go of its land (designated for nine-hole) so that someone could make a property development of it. How the members came to such a decision baffled me: if a Club with a Royal warrant couldn’t be saved in Malaysia, what more the smaller courses out of town?

Kajang Hill used to be a favourite golf club for many people living in the suburbs of Kuala Lumpur but it too closed down. Lately we’ve heard of the possible demise of the Subang Golf Club—apparently someone wants to develop the land into a property project worth RM4 billion. At this rate we won’t have many golf courses left since the craving for development (or rather, money) isn’t one that can be easily satisfied.

It is truly tragic that the short-term gains of a few are allowed to trump the welfare of the many. Of course I speak as a golfer and I am thinking of how many people will miss the opportunity to discover a beautiful game—but the same can be said of any of our heritage, really. I admit I admire the British very much. Yes, they were a colonial power that extracted as much of our natural wealth and resources as they could lay their hands on. But they weren’t pirates. They developed a cultural profile for the places they occupied and they put in as much (and perhaps sometimes even a bit more) than they took out. Yes, they practised a kind of enlightened despotism but we tend to forget the “enlightened” part in order to focus only on the despotism.

Look at Bombay: slums and poverty are evident, I don’t deny it. But there are also wonderful buildings, parks and playgrounds preserved for future generations. The people of Bombay are smart enough to maintain their architectural heritage, their old facilities and buildings, ignoring the modern or nationalist temptation to erase their history as if by blotting out brick and mortar they can blot out a fact of their own selves.

The magnificent building housing the Bombay High Court is something worth seeing. It doesn’t have the shine of Italian marble that our Palace of Justice is apparently famous for, or the cold but efficient electronic gadgetry of modern court houses— but one feels assured that the old ways are still alive.

Perhaps I speak as a lawyer and the law I practised was one deeply rooted in precedence and tradition. But it was more than that: within the confines of the small rooms in Bombay, judges still maintain their offices and are still able to dispense justice with care, compassion and consideration. They sit on modest old furniture and make use of modest old fittings. I know that Mahatma Gandhi was admitted to the Bar at the Bombay High Court and there was his picture to confirm it. He was originally Called to the Bar at the Inner Temple in London and the certificate is still preserved in one of the High Court rooms. Looking at it, I couldn’t help thinking with fondness of my own younger days when I too was Called at the Inner Temple.

There were no signs of actual decay in these old Bombay buildings although there was no attempt made to “modernise” them. It seemed almost deliberate on the part of the people to keep the past in the present. For example, I was told that the municipality had wanted to replace the red buses plying the city with a modern fleet but the people opposed the move. They were happy with the way things were. Perhaps they were naturally conservative. Or perhaps they subscribed to the old dictum “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

Whichever the case, the 1950 Fiats they still use for taxis were cute and full of character. I dread the day that Hyundais take over the streets of that great city, for Bombay was definitely a vibrant community of 20 million where many of the poor lived together with the super-rich without obvious rancour or jealousy. They seemed to be always on the move, busy with their lives. The recycling business was booming in the slums where waste products were turned to useful and marketable goods, and repair work on spoilt goods discarded by the middle class generated thousands of jobs for the very poor.

What I saw told me that the people of Bombay had no time to feel helpless or angry at the world. They simply got on with life, doing the best they could for their families. It was karma.

A lot of these thoughts came into my head during the taxi ride back to the hotel, which was both fun and informative. The English-speaking driver, Ram, proudly told me that Bombay was the safest city in India. I didn’t know if this was statistically true, but there certainly seemed not to be much aggression in the streets.

There was a great deal of honking but none of the drivers were shouting or threatening to descend into the kind of road rage that is commonplace in Malaysia. People had an almost instinctive recognition that there was a space for others too; and there was order, systems in place amidst the chaos. Watching the dabbawalla (literally “box person”) delivering thousands of tiffin boxes to the hungry workers in Victoria Station was amazing proof to me that some human affairs can be regulated successfully just by using common sense.

I asked Ram if there were problems between the majority Hindu population and the three million or so Muslims.

“No,” said Ram quickly. “Most of the people live here without fear of one another. Politicians do create some trouble when it suits them but the last time we had any serious religious problems was 12 years ago.”

I asked him if he was a Hindu.

“Yes,” he said. “But I am a human being first.”

It was good to hear this, though I feared that other parts of India might not have had the same consideration as my friend Ram and his compatriots.

On the way back Ram took me to visit Dharavi, a slum spread over the outskirts of Bombay. It was an eye-opener. Dharavi was, and probably still is, the biggest slum in Asia, if not the world. More than a million people lived in an area of around two square kilometres: 10 people shared a room 10 feet by 10 feet. One thousand four hundred shared a single toilet. These were approximate figures, Ram said.

“How does one live in such conditions?” I asked, perhaps with eyes a little too wide.

“They don’t know any other condition,” said Ram. “This is the only way for them. They live here and they die here. So they make the best out of that existence. Many do good business here: repair work, selling foodstuff, sewing clothes and a thousand other small businesses to support their families.”

In Dharavi everyone was busy doing his or her own thing. I learnt later that some economists valued the annual business turnover of these activities at US$600 million.

I didn’t get to play golf at Bombay’s premier sports club, but maybe there are things we can learn from Dharavi.




4
[image: image]
“ALOHA KAKOU!”

The Big Island, Hawaii, September 2012

“In this game you need, above all things, to be in a tranquil frame of mind.” ~ Harry Vardon

I am addicted to Hawaii. Not just the idea of it, but all of it: each and every island, the warm and friendly people, the music, the beautiful beaches and sunsets, the landscape, and of course the out-of-this-world golf courses. The people of Hawaii are always singing and smiling. That’s their identity. They have even made it compulsory in primary schools for children to study singing and music.

Hawaiians sing a lot and they sing well. Listening to their radio stations truly relaxes you to the bone, putting you in a wonderful Hawaiian state of mind. The people I’ve seen in Hawaii are far less stressed out than their friends in Kuala Lumpur, although I found it difficult to say if those I saw were locals or tourists.

Hawaii really is as classic an example of cultural and ethnic diversity as any you can ever find. The intermarriages over generations between native Hawaiians and mainland Americans, Japanese, Filipinos, Portuguese, Chinese and Koreans have made it impossible to ascertain who the “Bumiputera” is over here, and I love it.

I first came to these islands when I was 20 years old, courtesy of the American Cultural Centre in Kuala Lumpur. I was then a student and was quite vocal in my views about the Vietnam War. I was dead against American military involvement and, by default, was supporting the Vietnamese people in their fight for liberation—political ideology didn’t matter as much to me as independence.

In any case, the US Government decided to soften some student leaders by bringing them out of Asia in order to showcase the “other side” of America. So they flew us to the States and brought us to their Ivy League universities Harvard and Stanford, and took us on a tour of the big cities including Washington DC. We stopped in Hawaii on the way to the mainland. All I can remember now are the hula dancers, the swaying palm trees and the glorious sunsets.

To this day I don’t know why I was selected for the trip because there were better-known student leaders at the time. Perhaps there is a retired State Department or CIA officer out there who can tell me all about this over a game of golf, but I am grateful that they saw fit to take this kampung boy off on his first trip to see the world (although it didn’t change his views about the war).

The truth however, is my love affair with Hawaii actually started when I was 11. I saw the film Blue Hawaii starring The King (i.e. Elvis Presley, for the younger readers) in a Kota Bharu cinema. In those days we could watch movies in Kota Bharu without the Government sticking its nose in. Girls in bikinis on Waikiki beach will be censored today but not so in those happy and carefree days. Elvis introduced me to the world of music but the film showed me the beauty of the group of islands called Hawaii.

Forty years later I visited Hawaii again, this time with my family. Fortunately my wife and two sons played golf by then and so we travelled all over the islands to potter around the courses. They were expensive, of course, with average green fees of US$150, but it was worth every cent. My favourite was Mauna Lani (South course) on the Big Island. It had wonderful wide-open fairways with a beautiful view of the ocean to match. To get my vote, a course must not be too challenging as I think golf is difficult enough without extra hazards, deep bunkers and uneven lies. The Plantation course at the Kapalua Resort, Maui, came a close second.

We played well on these two courses, and by playing well I mean that I would get one or two pars for every 18 holes played. The wind blowing in your face, the sheer natural beauty—they are truly a golfer’s paradise and I must admit that the relaxation contributed a great deal to an excellent game.

There are many more courses on the islands that all in my family (except my ungolfing daughter) want to savour. This will have to wait until our next visit and then only if finances permit. Meanwhile, we shall make do with the courses in Malaysia—certainly there are some excellent ones here.

But do I feel as relaxed playing at home as I did at Mauna Lani? No, because I inevitably think of politics even when I am on the golf course. I try to shut off and focus on the game but I can’t with much success.

You see, unlike most golfers, I quite often play alone. My friend Peter sometimes sponsors me to play at expensive establishments such as the Kuala Lumpur Golf and Country Club. This habit of playing alone, however, is slowly changing. I have been blessed with newfound friends like Mohan and others, who are always willing to accommodate and invite me to join them in a foursome.

Most of the time I play alone because I believe I get the maximum benefit by doing so. It’s the slow walk and the quietness of the moment that is exhilarating when you embrace it. Time is yours for whatever you want to do with it, whether for thinking and reflecting or doing absolutely nothing. I don’t have to worry and haggle with other players about strokes; I don’t have to pretend not to see the tantrums of those who throw their clubs or curse themselves.

Golf to me is not about my scores, although I do experience some joy when I can get a par. It’s the sensation I get when I occasionally hit the ball well and experience the ultimate sweet spot. That’s what I play for. But, as I said, the downside to playing alone is that I also have quite a lot of time to brood on the politics of my country, which worries me a great deal.

My days on the active front line of politics are over, and I made the decision with the support of my family. My doctors are happy with my decision as well. I have done what I can to try to highlight some of the policy failures in the country, but having done that I must move on. Even so, I can’t help thinking (and writing) about what we should do to make Malaysia better for our children.

Travelling to many parts of Malaysia to play golf gives me the opportunity to reflect on some of these issues. We have no Hawaiian-type courses in the country where I can take my mind off things completely, but perhaps that is just as well for now.
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KEEP YOUR HEAD

Honolulu, Hawaii, September 2012

According to the GPS in the rental car, the drive from Honolulu International Airport to Ko Olina Golf Club should have taken 40 minutes. Alas, we were unlucky. Traffic was slow in some parts due to road works and Ezra tried to make up for it by driving too fast for my comfort. I didn’t say a word. Who dares incur his wrath?

We chose Ko Olina because it looked very pretty—at least that was what we thought when we watched the LGPA championship there in April 2012, which was won by Ai Miyazato of Japan. We managed to get there in time for the game but there was a big crowd of people waiting for their turns. The course is usually fully booked although it is by no means cheap (green fees were US$200). Most of the players were generally quite elderly and some were clearly obese. Good news for me. I wouldn’t be the only one with an oversized tummy trying to play golf that day.

It was another brilliant Hawaii day with a cool breeze tempering the afternoon sun. My golf was not up to scratch (as expected) and I was disappointed that I couldn’t do these beautiful fairways and greens the justice they deserved. Even the bunkers were brilliantly clean, filled with soft golden sand. We can always blame windy conditions when we can’t reach the green from a hundred yards, but it’s pointless to apportion blame on the elements when one’s lack of rudimentary skills is quite evident even to oneself.

I was determined not to let the state of my game spoil my good mood. I have lived with my shortcomings for a long time, and then there’s always the Unutterable Horror (i.e. my swing) to contend with. One of the ways I avoid being disconsolate is to think about something or someone back home. That day my thoughts turned to the Prime Minister, Dato’ Sri Najib Razak, but not by my own volition.

He suddenly sprang into mind when one of the Club staff asked me which country I came from. I said “Malaysia”, expecting him to look at me blankly before asking if Malaysia was part of Singapore or something. But he did not. He quickly told me that my Prime Minister had played there at his Club a few months previously with the Malaysian Ambassador to the US and a few others.

Of course our Prime Minister is a keen golfer. He is also quite good although I’m not sure if he is better than his deputy. He’s been working very hard to win the election for the Barisan Nasional so we shouldn’t complain if he takes a few days off to play his favourite game. I do admire his hard work, and although his wife can be a distraction he has a chance to move the country forward if he wins the next election.

He has introduced some legislation to throw out awful archaic laws. He has also tried to introduce some major economic initiatives to kick-start the economy. In this regard, he can be a success and the success of the Iskandar Region is his to claim. However, I believe he is unwilling to, or unable to, change Malaysia into the kind of country we can all be proud of. For example, I don’t think he places much value on integrity and honesty in public office because corruption and abuse of power are rampant—yet he does nothing. I think he has a different way of measuring success for Malaysia.

He also seems to have a different understanding of what constitutes corruption and abuse of power in the first place. He is proud to give out cash for votes because, apparently, that’s not corruption as far as he’s concerned. He has redefined so many things to suit the survival of the BN, but if one can’t identify corruption then I think one can’t impose the strict control and discipline that’s necessary when corruption is already rampant. He is as much a part of the problem as everyone else.

Say what you will about Lee Kuan Yew, but the fact is that he was able to turn Singapore from a backwater into a thriving city-state in a few short years. And we all know that the Old Man has no tolerance for corruption. He got that right, at least. So when one of his Ministers was brought up on corruption charges some years ago, no protection was forthcoming. The Minister took the “honourable way out” as we used to say. That’s the discipline we see in Singapore. It might be too much for some but we have none at all in our own leaders. That’s why we remain as we are.

On one hand, I feel that the Prime Minister is trying to bring about a softer and more consultative style of political leadership; however, he’s just not strong enough to manage UMNO. Malaysians are simply fed up with the arrogance of Barisan Nasional politicians. This explains why Kedah and Kelantan voted for PAS even though they knew PAS fell short when it came to providing effective administration and economic development. Najib might impress some by giving out goodies and cash, but that’s not difficult to do when it’s not your money that you’re giving away to begin with.

Thinking about other things made me more disgruntled than I had been before. I went back to thinking about my game there in beautiful Hawaii. I realised that if I could just drive the ball well, I would play well. I know people say that the drive is just for show as the putt is more important for low scores. But to me the drive builds the necessary confidence in the follow-up shot.

Also, for me the drive is the most difficult shot, so I always remind myself of the following rituals for a good drive: slow takeaway, stretch your left arm, close in the right elbow and sweep the ball.

And keep your head steady.
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GOLFING AT KAPALUA

Maui, Hawaii, September 2012

“The most important shot in golf is the next one.” ~ Ben Hogan

The airport on the island of Maui was pretty busy for a small population of 200,000, but this was mainly because of the exceedingly large number of tourists visiting the island all year around. We managed to get two taxis to take us to our hotel. Both drivers spoke with a Filipino accent, but they were naturalised Americans and had lived on the island for more than 30 years.

The traffic was heavy and we were practically crawling on some parts of the expressway. According to our driver, the jam was due to some environmental groups who had a court order to stop expansion work on the highway because it didn’t comply with Hawaii’s strict environmental laws.

Environmental groups are a powerful lobby in Hawaii. Just a few years earlier they managed to stop a ferry from operating between Honolulu and Maui because they were concerned about the safety of the whales living in the waters off the islands. Environmental court battles appear frequently in the local newspapers, but no one can blame the people of Hawaii for wanting to protect this paradise on earth.

We managed to get tee time at the Kapalua Resort Plantation Course on the same day we arrived, and it was a memorable day for me. To play on one of the most beautiful courses in the world with my wife and children was a dream come true. These things are a great gift to me. I don’t want a new pen, watch or tie. Not even a sports car. I just want to play golf with my family.

The green fees cost us a fair bit (US$200 each), and to make matters worse the pro shop inflicted much greater damage. The only way we could overcome the trauma of buying things in the United States was to pretend that we were paying in ringgit; otherwise, the conversion rate would have sent us all to hospital.

That said, the view of the Maui mountains and the ocean was awe-inspiring. The sprawling layout, with steep uphill climbs and downhill approaches, was challenging for me although Kazran—our team’s best player—was a match for them. Some of the holes had fast, elevated greens at two levels with blind shots and, when the wind blew (which was all the time), reaching them was a daunting task.

The first hole was a long and difficult par-four. The second shot was a real challenge as long hitters might get into the ravine in a tail-wind, while short hitters might find themselves just too far for the third to reach the green.

I had my most memorable play on two holes: the par-three hole 11 and the par-five hole six. Playing with my 5-wood, I was able to reach the green and two-putted for a par, whilst a brilliant third shot (a chip shot from 65 yards) got me on the green on hole six where I two-putted again for a par.

In fact, we all played well that day and will definitely remember it for a long time. Suliana commented endlessly about the beautiful homes surrounding the course. They were indeed impressive in design and architecture—with a starting price of US$5 million each, I was told. They were built quite far apart from each other, unlike those in Malaysia where “mansions” are almost linked.

The next day, I headed to the beautiful Bay Course—a wonderful creation of Arnold Palmer and Francis Duanne. Whilst the Plantation Course could be long and treacherous in places, the Bay Course seemed made for tourists like me. It was a relatively short 6,500-yard par-72 course although the trade winds do play havoc even at the best of times. None of my fellow-players wanted to play early in the day—they wanted to lepak and sit by the pool—so I was on my own again, which was fine by this soloist.

The first hole was a relatively short par-five and lo and behold, I got my first par. When such a good result turns up so early in the day, I know trouble is brewing. Sure enough, it didn’t take long for me to start spraying wild shots all over the place. The most disappointing was the famous par-three hole five. This is the most picturesque par-three you can ever find. One has to carry the Oneloa Bay over a distance of 160 yards—I did carry but got into the bunker. I took three shots to come back out and, by the time the hole was done, I did a seven. I played bogeys on some holes and faced complete disaster in a few others, but on the whole I played well and was utterly satisfied.

Today, I no longer have young children to train as serious golfers, but for the benefit of friends who do, I urge you to visit the Kapalua Golf Academy. Designed by Hale Irwin, this school is amongst the best in America and your child will be properly coached. I had a quick look during my visit there and the facilities were certainly state-of-the-art. Not only will your children get to learn in an environment that includes mountains and the blue ocean, the instructors are capable, young and energetic. You will need at least a week to get some serious coaching done but you can also ask for a quick-fix course that lasts two days. Whichever you choose, it’s worth finding out if your child has got what it takes to do well at a higher level.

Tiger Woods himself showed exceptional talent when he was six years old and his father Earl (a scratch golfer) was dead sure that his son was special. Still, Earl sought the views of other experts before putting Tiger into a serious training regime. What we don’t want is a parent applying his or her own biased standards and pushing the young child in all directions, which can spoil whatever talent or interest the child might have. Young talent must be nurtured with care and understanding, or it will perish or self-destruct.

Kazran and Ezra are both good players but as they are just starting out in their careers they should ignore my advice to play five times a week, which is directed at retirees and pensioners. I believe that young people should work hard for themselves and their families to ensure that when they retire they won’t have to depend on others for help. I know that in our culture children are expected to support their parents in old age, but even so they should not be over-burdened in the process.

I sometimes wonder if I gave enough to my late father, who had no income of his own for many years. His pleasures were small, so perhaps whatever I sent him as a monthly stipend was enough. He was naturally a proud man and never asked for money, except on occasions when he would hint at something extra for cigarettes. Whenever he had a bit more, he would buy some burung ketitir (ground doves, also called merbok in Malay) in nice cages, which he would parade around the house.

There was a time when he came to see me unannounced from Kota Bharu. At the time, I was working with the late Raja Aziz Addruse at Wisma Batik. On that particular day, I had to attend to some clients as Raja Aziz had only three assistants then. My father had to wait for four hours before I could see him. I don’t know if I explained the circumstances to him later, but I hoped he would understand that I was not the type of son who would forget about his father. It was just work.

In between the holes and looking for lost balls at the Plantation Course that day, I made up my mind that I would diligently see and keep in touch with my friends and family as often as I could. One can get carried away in politics and in business, and in trying to change the world we sometimes overlook those closest to us.

The paediatrician from Pantai Hospital who delivered my daughter Alysha 19 years ago said the same thing to me the other day: never forget the ones you love. His wife can no longer recognise him because of Alzheimer’s, and yet he still visits her every day without fail. She might not recognise him, but he still knows his wife.

Alysha was born severely premature and this good doctor told me that her chances of survival stood at about 30 per cent. She not only survived, but grew up well and is very pretty. I hope she will not forget to see her doctor when she is free. He is old now.

Besides golf, Maui also has some of the most beautiful beaches and I took my grandson Rayes out to play on one that afternoon. When he is old enough, I hope that he will learn the game and who knows—perhaps he will one day prove to be a champion.
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MAUNA LANI

The Big Island, Hawaii, September 2012

The Big Island was our last stop before heading home. The Kona International Airport was small, but received many travellers every day, and had all the modern facilities of a major airport. Most important to us was the car-rental service. We had many to choose from but they weren’t cheap. Having already booked our rooms in a smallish hotel called Uncle Jim, which was in Kona, we decided to drive straight away to Mauna Lani Resort where we planned to play two games of golf, one at the North Course and another at the famous South Course.

The drive was an exhilarating experience, involving coastal roads with a breathtaking view of the Pacific before entering the lush forests around Waimea and finally approaching the sacred town of Kalahuipua’a. The ground of the entire area is composed of dark solidified magma created by volcanic activity. Mauna Lani stands on the remains of lava and ash.

We headed in as soon as the golf course opened but sadly the South Course was closed for maintenance. That’s what you get when you go to these places in the low season. The rates might be lower but you might not be able to play at all the courses you want. We missed the most-photographed par-three in the world, i.e. hole 15 on the South Course, but the North still had a wonderful hole 18. Indeed, we found the North Course brilliant.

I was one of the first to tee off that day and there was a Japanese couple following me. The Japanese are known for their slow play, so I was happy to see them—there was no need to rush and play at a pace I was unaccustomed to. The fairways were like new carpets and offered no excuse for bad shots. In fact, I didn’t play too badly, getting occasional bogeys.

I did have bad hits and caused some deep divots but I carefully replaced the grass so the course wouldn’t be spoilt by my game. This was not my usual habit but beautiful places change you, and I am glad that I have become a more responsible golfer after playing at Mauna Lani. The Kiawe trees lining the fairways made the course uniquely Hawaiian, just as the full range of hibiscus varieties gave a special look and feel to the Bay Course in Kapalua.

Speaking of the Japanese, I believe that golfers all over the world should be grateful to them. When new courses were sprouting in Hawaii in the 1980s some of them had difficulty breaking even, and the financial crisis that came later didn’t help either. Fortunately, the Japanese came to the rescue and today, they own many of the best courses in Hawaii. They are a far-sighted people. The Koreans are doing the same in our country, which is a good thing if it means golf courses will be maintained properly.

You’ll be surprised but I really got par at the par-three 17th hole. It’s a 140-yard hole and the small green sits in a sunken amphitheatre down a steep slope surrounded by rocks and lava. Accuracy is everything. I had an easy 5-iron and I wasn’t far from the flag. I wished I had a camera, for this was indeed a memorable hole to play.

The Korean Air flights that took us to Hawaii and back were splendid. The cabin crew was helpful in the smallest things and the service was excellent. The attention to detail is what separates successful people from the also-rans. When will Malaysians be successful like the Koreans or the Japanese? Small things count in what we do. However, it’s not important that success be the measure of all things. I see rich and sophisticated people labouring hard to be happy, but wealth and power aren’t enough for them. The capacity to rejoice and be happy lies elsewhere. We just have to find it.
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THE SCOTTISH PILGRIMAGE

Inverness, Scotland, 2012

The drive to Inverness was most pleasurable, but also tiring. Inverness is all the way up in the Highlands—not quite John o’ Groats but nearly. To someone like me the Scottish Highlands seems made up entirely of mysterious rolling hills and wonderful cliffs with curious names and lakes that, combined, soothe and enliven your senses.

The speed limit is somewhat restrictive at 70mph (i.e. 112kph) on motorways and 30mph on some roads—but it’s still wonderful to drive up there. The scenery alone makes it all worthwhile. They say that if your view of love has grown somewhat jaded, Scotland can cure that. I don’t know the truth of it (well, it comes from hearty folk who also have haggis-hurling competitions) but Scotland is certainly beautiful.

It was a long drive from Lytham St Annes in Lancashire, north England, where I had just seen Ernie Els win the British Open, which I must admit was somewhat of an anticlimax. Adam Scott had led all the way and he was four up with four holes to play. But a spectacular collapse can happen at any time, even to great players like Greg Norman. Still, I was hoping for the magical strike that would change the course of the game— but it didn’t happen. Ernie the Smooth won just by waiting for Adam to lose. Adam bogeyed the 18th and gave the claret jug to Ernie. Oh well.

It was very different from what happened in 1926 when the British Open was also played at Lytham St Annes. I wasn’t there, of course, but I have it on reliable authority that the great Bobby Jones was trailing most of the time and Al Watrous was almost certain to win—but then Jones unleashed the magic strike on the 17th hole. He was on the sand trap but got to within a few feet from the hole. This shook Watrous who three-putted. Bobby went on to the 18th to win with a single shot lead.

I arrived in Inverness late at night, a little disconsolate, and went quickly to bed for I would need to be ready for the game at Castle Stuart the next day. Castle Stuart is another enchanting golf course where there are many holes running alongside the loch. I was surprised that such a well-known course had only a modest Clubhouse—coming from Malaysia, we are so accustomed to seeing Clubhouses that look like wondrous palaces in Udaipur. In our country, physical structures must somehow be grand and imposing. Maybe it is to compensate for our lack of ability and inner strength.

I was up early and when I got there I could see a group of American golfers getting ready to tee off. However, the starter let me go first. Playing alone has its advantages in Scotland. They don’t see it as an aberration because, a few hundred years ago, it was exactly how golf was played there—by farmers who walked the links alone, hitting what looked like a modern golf ball while attending to their sheep. There are other funny stories: for example, golf was so popular in the early days that the Scottish parliament under King James II banned it in 1457 because it interfered with the war against the English. It makes sense to me.

For a long time people in Scotland continued to play alone or in just a twosome. Things started to change only when more people took up golf and the courses became crowded. Perhaps in deference to this old tradition, I was allowed to go through that morning at Castle Stuart. You would think that I would have been a nervous wreck on the first tee with the Yankees watching. Not a chance. It’s difficult even for me to believe it, but I hit a good drive and a good second just short of the green. A miraculous chip and a lucky putt got me a par after the first hole. That was the only par I got that day, but never mind.

I looked across at Castle Stuart and the fate of the Stuart Kings made me think of matters at home. Surely Dato’ Seri Najib Razak will continue to pass many other laws and policy changes, especially on economic matters. But I was also sure that he would not be the kind of reformer who was prepared to change the country’s fundamental political values. Najib would not make the country less corrupt, nor would he push for greater transparency and accountability. He will by all accounts continue to behave like a feudal warlord who may be benign or even kind as he chooses to reward those who obey and support him, but woe betide those who disagree with him.

I didn’t think he would be interested in having a completely impartial Attorney-General or an impartial and fully professional Anti-Corruption Commission. He would continue to speak to the Malays from the position of the ultra-Malay right wing, while preaching accommodation and inclusiveness to the rest of us. He would, in short, continue the policy of divide and rule as his mentor Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad did over 22 years. Change has many shapes and forms but what we had was as great a change as we would get under him.

I must admit that pulling my clubs around on my own was not something I was accustomed to doing. It was a massive struggle at Castle Stuart. Hole 3 was a huge climb and I had to guide my golf trolley up with care. It’s tough when you have to pull your own clubs and battle against the fey highlander elements at the same time. Perhaps the blustery conditions had dampened my spirit somewhat and given my mind a darker cast. I couldn’t even drive 150 yards against the headwind. It was very frustrating. Golf has a way of reducing my self-esteem, much more than politics ever did. Or perhaps it was the politics that hobbled my game that day?

Later in the evening I thought that the golf pilgrimage in Scotland had made me constantly jittery and nervous. Well, I probably have the worst and ugliest swing there is. I kept telling myself to concentrate and focus on the fundamentals of a good swing: it would be a waste of time and money if one couldn’t play well in Scotland. Of course it’d be fine to skull the ball or hit behind it in Morib or the Raub Golf Club, but in Scotland one must not commit such a terrible faux pas.

That’s what I thought, but unfortunately one can travel the world and play in the best courses—all while carrying one’s own unique and uniquely crappy swing. My swing is still bad, and if any of you have the misfortune of owning a video of me hitting a golf ball, please don’t show it to me. Don’t show it to yourself either. It’s painful to watch.

I have in fact seen a video of myself. The horror of it still haunts me and will probably haunt me till my dying day. Seven years ago I was in Palm Springs, about an hour from Los Angeles, and was persuaded by a friend that all would be well with my golf affliction if I were to have lessons with Dave Pelz, the famous instructor.

That’s when I was shown my swing and instructed as to what I should try to do if I were serious about golf. I still remember every bit of that advice: relax and waggle your body. Extend your left arm so you get a big arc—the wrist must not break—and finally bring down your right arm so it will not “fly”, and keep your head down as the club sweeps the ball.

I spent three days trying to do all this and I failed utterly and miserably. To this day I don’t have half of a golf swing, let alone half of a passable one.

There was a special guest at the Palm Springs golf school that day. His name was Johnny Miller, a golfing legend and the winner of many tournaments, including the British Open where he beat Seve Ballesteros and Jack Nicklaus. I still remember his exhibition shot where he hit the golf ball perhaps close to 200 yards—just using his left hand (and he is right-handed). His point was (for the right-handed, as most of us were) that your left arm determines the flight path and lets the ball flow smoothly. Don’t let your right hand disturb it, for if your right hand is stronger than your left, you will never hit a good shot. You will merely hook or push the ball. To do it correctly, both hands must move in unison, the right guiding the left, and only then will you get a good swing.

That reminded me of Lytham St Annes, where I had been before coming up to Inverness. My favourite golf swing is that of Ernie Els. It’s like a dance: so graceful and effortless and yet Els hits it miles high and far.

Ruminating on the drive home from Castle Stuart I decided that I would never again take lessons or waste my time practising on the driving range. I would no longer ponder if I could be better than I was at that, or any future, point. I accepted my limitations. I surrendered. I just wanted to enjoy this most beautiful game and I would do it on my own terms. I needed only one or two pars per game and that was good enough for me.

When expectations are low, contentment is within reach. Or perhaps I have just accepted myself for who I am.
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SALMON AT THE FALLS OF SHIN

Sutherland, Scotland, September 2012

“As you walk down the fairway of life you must smell the roses, for you only get to play one round.” ~ Ben Hogan

The sweet experience of playing at Castle Stuart yesterday has contributed to my reluctance to play at the Royal Donorch Golf Club here in Sutherland. Also, the weather has changed for the worse. The sun is nowhere to be seen and thick clouds have fallen everywhere while the wind is fast and furious. Rain started pelting Inverness early in the morning.

It was nice to leave Inverness in the good spirits that Castle Stuart was so kind to give me. And I thought it best not to push my luck at the Royal Donorch lest my fond memories of this day be forever stained by a bad round of golf—which was likely given the adverse weather.

It was a difficult decision, but in the end I decided to have no more golf for the time being.

The Royal Donorch is another one of those Scottish courses with long histories, and many avid golfers keep going back to play there. The legendary Tom Morris designed the original course, though there have been many changes since. The famous course designer Donald Ross was the greenskeeper here too before he emigrated to America, where he found fame and fortune.

I must confess that playing on a links-style course in the rain with strong wind is not my cup of tea. The ball disappears into the gorse and hard rough, and, even if it’s found again, it’ll be unplayable—at least for me. The state of my golf can only accommodate benign conditions.

So the decision was made (by the wife, who else?) to drive to the Falls of Shin, near Lairg, so that we could watch the salmon going upstream to spawn. I’ve been fascinated for years by what prompts salmon to endure such hardship—even dying in the process—to reach the place where they were born in order to spawn and ultimately die. Malaysians also make an annual pilgrimage to their kampung every festival season, despite the risk of accidents on the highways.

The salmon is a freshwater fish, at least for the first years of its life. As it gradually matures, it goes slowly down the river and acclimatises itself to salt water before venturing out into the sea. Instinct must serve to tell it to return upstream—often to very high altitudes—in order to spawn, and it is thought to navigate back to its original birthplace using an exceptional sense of smell. In any case, the vast majority of salmon die after spawning because, as adult saltwater fish, they cannot re-acclimatise to fresh water.

I had never seen salmon fighting or jumping up against cascading water in real life (National Geographic documentaries don’t count). So a visit to the Falls of Shin was not to be missed. I also resolved there and then to read more about the peculiar behaviour of my favourite fish.

The drive to the Falls of Shin took a lot longer than expected and it was my fault for trusting the GPS system too much. Again I was instructed in the ancient lesson that the shortest route to a place is not necessarily the fastest way to get there. The otherwise trusty TomTom device failed me, but we arrived eventually and found it to be a place full of wonderful facilities. You can go for walks, sleep under big trees in the park, eat home-cooked food or watch the salmon leaping and jumping up against the rocks countless times and never giving up—which is what we did, of course.

We met some Americans there and indeed we met them holidaying all over Scotland. I thought that most of them were there for the golf, as I have long believed that Americans possess a love of experiencing a “part of history”. Some of the most famous golf courses are in the US. They have manicured greens and beautiful homes surrounding the fairways. They have the latest gadgets and clubs to offer players but one thing they don’t have is history. That’s the bald truth.

Scotland still has many golf courses that look and feel like the courses of long, long ago—because they are. While many modern conveniences have been incorporated into these courses to cater to tourists and the demands of the modern game, you’ll still be fascinated by the wild and natural look of everything here.

There’s no place like Scotland to experience golf at its natural best, and I’m not talking just about the game—it’s the total experience. You’ll want to play on the great and famous courses of St Andrews, the Royal Donorch, the Royal Aberdeen and Gleneagles, and you’ll have many wonderful stories to tell your friends and neighbours when you get home.

But you must also look for the hidden jewels spread all over the highlands and lowlands: Cruden Bay, Old Moray, Abedour, Bathgate—these are just a few names to whet your appetite, and you should take your time exploring. The pace here is slower because there are fewer tourists; the green fees are affordable, but more importantly you’ll get to meet and talk to the locals.

Scottish speech can be difficult to understand sometimes, especially Glaswegian (e.g. Sir Alex Ferguson), but the Scots are an unbelievably nice people. They’ll tell you golf stories that only the Scots know, and they’ll share what they have in their memories. They eat and drink all day long and you come back home telling yourself: now that’s how one lives life!

There’s one frustrating thing though, and it’s the lack of caddies (I did manage to have them in some places, but they were few and far between). Caddies are my principal source of local knowledge and they keep one’s mood in the right frame when swings go south.

I know that some find caddies to be a distraction. This might be true for them but they are very important to high-handicappers like me. I’ve gone for special lessons in Perth, Australia, to learn how to read the lines and the greens, and yet to this day I still can’t tell if the ball should go right or left.

I need caddies. I need them to tell me where to aim and at what pace to roll the ball. Even if they are expensive I will still insist on using them, for I would be lost without them.

In Indonesia and Thailand it’s the opposite: they have too many caddies. Some golfers have more than one—me too, on occasion, when I don’t want people to feel bad. That’s really a distraction. I think that Clubs there should not allow a player to have more than one caddie, although I’m not sure if my friends from STAROBA and The Buayas will support the idea.

The distraction is on the green. When there are ten people on the green, how does one concentrate?
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TOM AND TOMMY

St Andrews, Scotland, July 2012

Golf can be different things to different people. There’s a well-known Scottish writer who detests the way the game is played today. The unreal setting of golf courses—they look like fully manicured gardens with artificial greens—the use of buggies, electronic gadgets that measure distance, and so on: according to him, this isn’t golf.

Golf is about carrying your own bag. It’s about walking from hole to hole, about having time on your own to reflect about things and even meditate in between shots. This, according to him, is how golf should be played in the Highlands and Lowlands of Scotland.

I understand this sentiment and am quite attracted to the style of golf that he describes. But the thing is, nowadays we simply don’t have much choice. Most courses will tell you if you can pull your own trolley or if you must use the mandatory buggies.

The yardage equipment is also a standard feature of these buggies. There’s no room for estimation, no room for “feeling the distance”. Everyone wants the true distance, as if it makes a difference to their shots. And most clubs will not allow single play except perhaps early in the morning. They certainly won’t allow it at all on weekends.

Yes, it can be quite intimidating to play golf these days. Everyone has an iPhone or some other personal electronic device, and they use them quite liberally on the course. More business is conducted on the golf course than people realise, but this doesn’t mean that one can get more business playing golf— it merely means that many golfers aren’t focusing on the game.

Slow play is the norm, especially when the group one is in happens to be playing for serious money. People haggle about strokes and bets. I find these practices very distasteful and I wish they were never introduced. But that’s not to say that all Malaysian courses are like that. If you care to travel to the country’s little nooks and corners, you’ll find a quiet gem of a course nestled somewhere for you to relish.

It’s also true that golfing in Scotland is a magical mystery tour. I find the small courses up in the Highlands the most fascinating to play, even for just nine holes. The wind, the generally strong weather, the thick gorse, the heather and the wild flowers are enough to mesmerise you.

And then there are the lochs, inlets and little islands—and even the driving rain. These all serve to bring you to a magical place outside time. Here, you’ll come to terms with many things. You’ll be overwhelmed by the sheer force and beauty of your surroundings. It’s a feeling of peaceful surrender that urges you to accept what comes naturally. You’ll accept your own frailties and you’ll want no more combat. You’ll want only to enjoy the happiness of days going by in peace and tranquility.

You’ll also know that happiness rolls along, but it will be neither eternal nor necessarily uninterrupted.

St Andrews is the birthplace of modern golf although Musselburgh, near Glasgow, or even north Prestwick in South Ayrshire will dispute that. I was able to play with my sons only on the new course at St Andrews (we didn’t make the necessary arrangements to play the old course). My golf was very erratic and almost certainly not good enough to do justice to that hallowed ground.

There is a certain mystery about St Andrews that will not escape you. Besides the golf establishment, the town has a famous and ancient University with many students from all over the world. The streets are narrow yet clean and well-planned— though parking was a headache for us.

To the serious golfer, a visit to St Andrews must be undertaken at least once in a lifetime. It’s a pilgrimage and for me the significance and history of this birthplace of modern golf lies not in the fact that it was where the Open Championship started, nor because it was and is the headquarters of the Royal and Ancient Golf Clubs of St Andrews, the ultimate authority in golf.

No, I revere this place because it is the resting place of Tom Morris, the man who in my view singlehandedly made the sport popular in the modern era. He was responsible for the success of St Andrews as the Mecca of golf—a greenskeeper extraordinaire and the first winner of the British Open.

But his greatness lay elsewhere. Too poor to be in school, he was apprenticed to a character named Allan Robertson, who made golf balls in a “factory” of a size no greater than that of a kitchen. And so young Tom learned the art of making golf balls, which at that time (the 1830s) were stuffed full of feathers.

The feather ball had been the standard since the 1600s. The process involved boiling goose feathers and stuffing then into a round leather pouch which, sewn up, formed a small and lightweight ball. Tom and Robertson produced about 1,000 balls a year. Learning to make the golf ball was one mission accomplished—but Tom had a higher objective. He wanted to play golf as well as Robertson did.

So he followed Robertson around the links and in time grew to become a better player than his boss. By caddying for many of the gentlemen-members of the Club, he gradually understood more and more about the game and came to know the senior and more influential members.

One day in 1864, they asked him to be the man in charge: the greenskeeper of St Andrews. And so he started repairing and rebuilding the golf course bit by bit until it became the best in Scotland. He not only built the course but set the ground rules that are still in use today.

And yet his greatest contribution to golf was to have a son: Tommy. Young Tommy would become the greatest golfer of his time: a four-time champion of the British Open who surpassed even his father’s achievements in the game. He was the Tiger Woods of the 19th century, and did better than Tiger by becoming the youngest-ever British Open champion at the age of 17. Sadly, Tommy died at the young age of 52, not long after his wife. Old Tom Morris, however, lived to the ripe old age of 88.

What a life both father and son had.
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SULIANA AND ST ANDREWS

St Andrews, Scotland, July 2012

I say many times in this book that I enjoy playing golf on my own—but that’s not to say that I don’t also enjoy playing with friends. Playing alone gives you time for introspection and reflection, but playing with friends brings you laughter, companionship and the opportunity to share whatever interesting story you happen to have heard.

I have never found competition or wagering to be sufficiently attractive aspects of the game, although I understand that many people say that golf without a “side bet” is boring. That’s fair enough if it’s what you like to do. For me, the charm of playing alone is hard to describe and it’s probably quite unusual to do so nowadays. Still, I hope that clubs in Malaysia will help those who like to play alone despite the practicality and profitability of insisting on foursomes.

Playing with Suliana is fun. She’s not just my wife, she’s my best friend. She strikes the ball better than I do as her right elbow doesn’t “fly”, and for someone who refuses to take golf seriously and has hardly had any lessons (unlike me), she has the talent to play the game well. There’s definitely more consistency and more fluidity to her swing, without the excessive upper body movements to which I’m prone.

I have what’s known as the “up-and-down problem”. At the top of the swing, my club goes into an exaggerated Furyk curl. During the swing, my head moves, my shoulder drops and my knees go lateral. This isn’t golf, and a friend once suggested that I try playing darts instead. A proper golf swing can’t have too much movement—the fewer moving parts we have during the swing, the better.

Still, I am proud to record here that if not for my persistence Suliana would not be playing golf today. My initial suggestion that she take up the game was not well-received. I got the usual excuses: it’s too hot outside, the children will be alone, and so on. I resorted to buying her a cheap golf set and leaving it in the car. This was sneaky, but about a year later she started picking up the game and I am glad that she enjoys it now.

Yes, I admit that I’m not entirely comfortable with the fact that she’s a better player than I am, but such is life. We must live with what we have (or don’t have, as the case may be).

I still don’t understand why she declined to play when we were at St Andrews. I grant that it was a cold and blustery day but the sun was out and shining. It was fairly tolerable as far as Scottish weather went, although I had to use gloves and mittens on both hands in the morning, which made it extremely difficult to keep a proper grip.

Kazran declared the day “unplayable” but Ezra and I kept going. Ezra played with gusto and lost more than a few balls in the process—the roughs at Scottish links tend to be too much for us to handle. It was here that we finally understood what people meant when they said “one needs strong arms and hands to play golf”: you need a strong swing to get the ball out of the Caledonian rough. The wind was strong too, and when it’s against you the ball will fly no more than 50 yards. Golf can be tough when dealing with forces of nature—but it was St Andrews, and Suliana and Kazran missed out.

St Andrews has grown from a sleepy coastal village into the spiritual capital of global golf, and there’s golf heritage all over the town to see, especially the bronze bust of Tom Morris. I’ve written about Tom and his son Tommy in the previous chapter and I’m sure the old man and his boy would be proud to see what their town has become today.

Old Tom left us a great piece of advice: be cheerful regardless of the condition of play. As a religious man, he saw the act of being gloomy and unhappy as a sin, as it suggested that we know better than God what life’s business ought to be. Tom really was the best ambassador of the game. He was a hard man but was always at peace with himself. Only a hard country with a hardy people can conjure a game as challenging as golf and yet be so blissfully at ease when dealing with its tribulations.

If you have money, you should stay at the Old Course Hotel where the Royal and Ancient suite will set you back £850 a night. Otherwise you can drive just a few kilometres out of town and stay at one of the many comfortable bed-and-breakfast establishments for £80, which is what we did.

We stayed a few more days in pretty Edinburgh, which is a wonderful city with many things to do. Festival follows festival in this city of festivals. You should visit in August every year, if you can, and take your pick: the storytelling festival, the writers’ festival, blues and jazz, the notorious Fringe and a great deal more.

Beware in winter, though. There’s lots of rain and Scotland can be too cold for most of us tropical folk.
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LOCH LOMOND AND THE RAIL REVOLUTION

Loch Lomond, Scotland, October 2010

On our descent into Glasgow we had to endure some strong winds, and we had quite a roller-coaster ride before landing safely in the town made famous by the Celtic and Rangers football teams. The hotel manager was kind enough to pick us up from the airport and drive us down the beautiful countryside to our rendezvous: the legendary Loch Lomond Golf Club.

The immense park comprising some 750 acres of unusual woodland made this a rare sight for a golf course, and right at its edge was the largest freshwater lake (the eponymous Loch Lomond) in Great Britain. With a full view of the mountains, the course had the added beauty of being surrounded by botanical gardens with conifers, rare plants and flowers, all in great abundance.

It’s no wonder that this is one of only two Clubs in Europe so far to be conferred Audubon status for preserving natural ecosystems in the best possible way. Not only that, the Loch Lomond area has also been designated a National Scenic Area. It is a real treasure.

The beauty of the course constituted just one of many attractions for me—another was its yardage, which wasn’t too long for average players. This, however, doesn’t mean that Loch Lomond is an easy course to play because the ability to hit straight is crucial. The narrow fairways and the presence of many bunkers can pose quite a challenge, unless of course you play like Retief Goosen, who set the course record of 62, which I believe remains unbroken.

As a guest of an American family who spent every September here, I was in for a real treat. My room in the Georgian Rossdhu Mansion was so different from the usual bed-and-breakfasts that I was accustomed to when travelling in Europe. Rossdhu Mansion was luxuriously prepared with the best furniture and furnishings, including original artwork owned by the Colquhouns who had lived at Loch Lomond since mediaeval times.

There was plenty of history behind the ancient walls, some of which I preferred not to believe as night fell. Rossdhu House (not to be confused with the ruined 15th-century Rossdhu Castle nearby) was renovated into the current modern hotel and Clubhouse in the 1990s, and within 60 kilometres of the area you can find many botanical gardens and magnificent pine trees with trails all around to facilitate walking. This is not a place just for golfers: it will appeal to all who love nature, fresh air and beautiful scenery.

They were able to get us some caddies, although I had to pay £80 for the service. It was worth it because my caddie was a kindly man of 60 who told me great stories about golf and the people who played the game. He told me of an American millionaire who threw his club in the lake because he played so badly, and there was a lady from the East who found the love of her life while being randomly paired in a round of golf. The bulk of his stories were about the origins of the place and the ancient Clan Colquhoun. I couldn’t really tell if it was all historical fact or whether there was a bit of folklore mixed in, but who cares? They were great stories.

The green on the second hole was somewhat linked to the fourth, and I thought this to be unusual. For safety reasons you have to be extra careful before making the approach to these holes as you might get hit. The course, however, is never busy, so I suppose this poses only a minimal risk to the safety of players.

My best hole was the par-three eighth hole where I got a par. It was a short hole of 155 yards with shallow bunkers all around. The longest was the 640-yard par-five, which professional players can easily reach in two. If you watch the Scottish Open, which has been played here for many years, you’ll see that these pros usually need to score 20 under par to win, year in year out. That’s why I think it’s a nice course for handicap players. In fact, Tom Lehman and Ernie Els both said that Loch Lomond was amongst the three most beautiful courses they have ever played—and they have played a lot all over the world. I suggest you give it a try, if you can.

I took the train back to London the next day. The journey took a whole day but it was worth it. Nothing is more serene than watching the greenery of Scotland and the English countryside go by. How I wish Malaysia had more high-speed rail services because it’s a wonderful way to travel. It’s clean and quick, and you can see the countryside, which we have plenty of.

Imagine if we had a high-speed train from Kuala Lumpur to Kelantan or from Kuching to Tawau: the whole country would open itself up and more rural Malaysians would have the opportunity to travel. Our leaders must surely know how Vanderbilt built America with his railroads, and how railways were the catalyst for the unity of the states in the early years of Indian independence. However, for the rail revolution to take place in Malaysia, we must abandon our obsession with national cars and the quick money we get from highway tolls.

We have too many cars on our roads as it is and, in this light, I think the debate in Washington about global warming is silly. How can some highly educated politicians dare suggest that global warming is a hoax? Do they not know that the ice caps in the Arctic are melting faster than ever and that sea levels are rising every year? The stupidity of some leaders, wherever they might be, amazes me.

Like other Malaysians, I am an avid fan of many sports and I want to see my country do well internationally so we all can bask in the glory of the achievement. When can we share in an Olympic gold or the football World Cup while singing the national anthem with millions of others? Perhaps not in my lifetime. Still, we all yearn for the day, the very special moment when we do the impossible for the people of this country. To achieve international success we need capable sports leaders at the helm of the respective sports associations. In Malaysia there are not many capable and gifted leaders developing our sports. If they were capable they would probably be sidelined in the respective associations, as politics in sports is just as serious and debilitating as it is in public affairs.

For the game of golf we have an advantage that other sports lack. Both the Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister are avid and skillful golfers. Even the Youth and Sports Minister is a good golfer, and they even have their own tournaments with attractive cash prizes to be given away—but they are politicians first who will not do the difficult stuff; they do only what is easy and uncontroversial.

So, if you ask them for some money to sponsor a game or fund a carnival they will oblige willingly. They might even play in the tournament. But try asking them to restructure golfing administration in the country as a way forward and they will balk and give excuses. They will pass the buck and it’ll go round and round, from the Malaysian Golfers Association to the Professional Golfers Association, the Malaysian Golf Course Owners Association, the Malaysian Ladies Golf Association, the Youth and Sports Ministry, the Olympic Council of Malaysia, and so on. It’s like a merry-go-round except that the game suffers and talented Malaysians suffer. This game that we love will never achieve its true potential as long as we have timid leaders in our politics and in our sports associations who will not do the right thing for the game.

When I see the Koreans excel at the international level, I can only conclude that their golfing associations are strong financially and have the best people managing them. They have full-time professionals running their associations, unlike here in Malaysia where part-timers become committee members and wield more power than is good for the sport. They are happy to issue circulars and give Press conferences, but leave the running of the sport to administrators who are treated like clerks. Yes, our top leaders know the problems of the sport but they will not interfere. Why create enemies with committee members who control so many other members?
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NIMBY

Bukit Jana, Taiping, June 2012

The Taiping Golf Club isn’t easy to find if you aren’t familiar with Taiping town. We’re not particularly generous with our signboards in Malaysia—there are many billboards of the Prime Minister, his team, and the direction they want us to go in, but relatively few signs point us to where we want to go. In this way we resemble India very much. There, posters of local politicians can be found in every nook and corner.

Anyway, after a few wrong turns, I finally found the Golf Club. I knew Taiping to be a “wet” town, literally, as my geography book from 50 years ago told me, but nonetheless I had expected some local climate change with all this talk of global warming. Nope—it’s still wet and humid but the people are warm and friendly. Some members at the Club remembered me and asked if everything was all right. I think they were concerned about me now that I seemed to have nothing to do. Very nice people, though they would probably have been quite sorry to see my dreadful swing.

The first hole is a dogleg left and a cute one. You don’t have to be a long hitter to get into position for the second shot. I don’t like golf courses that are too long and I always play from the front tee. That day I was playing with Nellan, a 63-year-old golfer who once represented Malaysia at the World Cup. He is a good friend who likes to remind me on occasion about the faults in my swing. He is kind: he knows I am not keen on proper lessons and just want to play the game.

Malaysia doesn’t remember its past. It forgets those who helped build the country in senses other than the purely physical. Nellan, like many senior golfers who once represented the country, still has to teach student golfers in order to make ends meet. I think he should have more recognition and our gratitude for a job well done, but we as a nation aren’t terribly keen on being grateful to those who have done some good for the country. We seem interested only in reprimanding people who don’t vote for us. They’re the “ungrateful” ones, we think.

I played a rather average game that day, which was probably due to the heat. I never can understand how people can play golf in the middle of the Malaysian day—mad dogs and Englishmen. I believe that golf is best played early in the morning or after 5pm. Despite my grumbling, Nellan kept encouraging me to remember the steps necessary for a proper golf swing. Have a good set up and proper grip (i.e. a light grip). Turn your shoulder, and so on. I tried and got it right on occasion but I knew this wouldn’t last long. Muscle memory is non-existent in my body.

After that, it was time for inche kabin chicken, a local delicacy. This spice-coated, twice-fried chicken is a Nyonya speciality and the best can be found in Penang, Taiping as well as Melaka. Ms Toh was waiting for me at a halal inche kabin chicken shop. It was very thoughtful of her to find a halal one for me, although I’m not that fussy. To me, all meat that is paid for is halal unless stated otherwise. The chicken was splendid and my thoughts on Taiping, as well as my general mood, improved. I followed this with an excellent cendol and... here I am talking about food again. Well, we’re Malaysians, aren’t we? What can we hope for but good food? Everything else is hopeless.

Our general environment, for example, is dirty and will very soon become toxic. I had just been reading about the Government’s decision to allow the Lynas rare earth plant in Pahang to start operating. These leaders just don’t seem to learn from the errors of the past. They already had huge environmental problems in the 1990s when another rare earth plant in Perak had to be shut down because of toxic waste leaks. People suffered from severe radiation poisoning and countless other disorders.

Now, the Barisan leaders want to start up another plant even though Lynas has been unclear about what will be done with the radioactive waste. Had our leaders been more responsible, they would have first ascertained exactly where the waste would go before issuing an operating licence. “Do first and think later (if at all)” is their motto.

I am not against rare-earth processing. Its products are necessary in technological manufacturing: magnets, piezoelectric ceramics, and various kinds of composite materials need refined rare earth elements, and these in turn are used in the production of things ranging from advanced electronics to basic goods like earphones and motors. Only India and China have the ability to process rare earth in large quantities and so everyone else has geopolitical and economic concerns about monopolies.

This is fair enough but we must protect our people and our environment first and foremost. This should be a non-negotiable condition in all our domestic and foreign policies. But no. Money talks and policy walks. Assurances from Lynas executives and our own atomic energy people are insufficient because they either have vested interests or are just plain incompetent. It is incumbent on them to prove otherwise— especially after the previous rare-earth tragedy in Pahang—and until they do, we’re under no obligation to take anything they say seriously.

So, since the Government has said that the new plant’s operational approval was subject to Lynas’ disposing the waste in another country, and Lynas hasn’t said where it will send the waste, it makes sense not to issue the start-work order. Besides, there is the matter of “nimby”—not in my backyard. Sure, but I think we should also be responsible enough to ask: whose backyard, then?

But we don’t seem to care about our own backyard either. The destruction of Cameron Highlands by ever-expanding vegetable farms and logging interests has turned a beautiful part of our country into a patch of mud while the Government does nothing. It is shameful and angers me to no end. The smell of diesel hangs around perpetually like an inflammable miasma. Isn’t the Prime Minister from Pahang? Why does he let people in his own state degenerate into sickness both of the body and of the soul?

And this is a sick country. People will also soon be sick either from radioactive materials floating around in the air or from the deadly toxicity of the collective soul. We must play as much golf as we can before it’s too late.
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DEATH AND FRIENDSHIP

Kuala Lumpur, May 2012

It was a hot Friday afternoon at the end of the month. I was in high spirits because the launch of my new book, Ampun Tuanku, a few days before, had gone very well. I decided to celebrate with a game of golf at the Royal Selangor Golf Club.

I was on the second hole of the new course when I started coughing up blood. First it was just small spurts but larger blobs soon followed. I don’t normally panic when things go wrong but this one scared me silly.

The only other time I coughed up blood was when I was 13. They said I had tuberculosis, so I spent three months in the Kota Bharu Hospital. Many people in Kelantan died of TB during and after the Second World War. I thought I must have contracted it from undiagnosed TB victims in my village but I was fortunate that Albert Schatz and Selman Waksman from Rutgers University had discovered the cure—streptomycin— and that it was available in Kelantan by the time I contracted the disease. So I (obviously) survived.

Schatz and Waksman were Jewish Americans, for those who want to know. I wonder what the anti-Semites will make of that. I have a great deal of admiration for the Jews. Despite suffering centuries of persecution and genocide they kept on going, inventing and discovering so many things—many Nobel Prize winners are Jewish. I don’t think they are trying to “conquer the world”, as some zealots think, because they already have. They conquered the world of science, which is why quite a few of us are alive today.

I oppose the actions of the State of Israel today, but I draw a sharp distinction between the Government of Israel and its people and Jews in general. If Muslims generally could make the same distinction—if we could just learn to be friends— then surely we would all be both better off and better human beings.

Anyway, this time around the blood stopped after I spent four days in hospital. My good doctor, Dr Ampi, did this just by prescribing the right drugs. He was in no hurry to send me into surgery, as some other doctors are inclined to do these days. It’s all about money now and if the insurance company is willing to pay, why not? So goes the theory, but Dr Ampi was patient and told me he believed that the blood would stop after four days, and so it did. He also told me that my TB had been cured but old lesions might still be vulnerable to bacterial infection, hence my bloody coughing.

“Relax,” he said. “Live a stress-free life if you want to avoid coughing up more blood.” Well, he isn’t a golfer. He doesn’t know what stress is all about.

While I was in hospital my friend Vic died. I had gone to see him just a week before I was admitted in order to give him a copy of Ampun Tuanku. I don’t think he had the time to read it, for his condition deteriorated rapidly and he passed away soon after. Vic was a dear friend and I miss him very much. We didn’t have many things in common but we were both liberals, by which I mean we were free-spirited and we supported freedom and democracy. In other words, we were the type that some UMNO-types consider dangerous.

When I was a student at MARA, Vic gave me his old BSA motorbike to help me get about. I did pay him $200 for it (finally) but really he was just helping me out. He didn’t need the money. He was also a member of the royal family and introduced me to Yat Lai, who made the best pau in Kuala Kangsar, and many joys of life.

He was slightly younger than I and it was fortunate that we managed to keep in touch, if infrequently, over the years. Every time I passed the Malay College in Kuala Kangsar I would think of him. He was proud of that institution and he was never too pleased when I made some remark that the Malay College was for the aristocrats, but smart Malays went to Clifford in Kuala Kangsar or Star in Ipoh.

I don’t know if Vic would still be here today if he had been a little bit more active in sports, but I was never able to encourage him to play even a mild game like golf. I don’t remember him playing anything at all, actually.

I have spent far too much of my life engaging in silly politics when I should have spent time with my friends like Vic.

It’s so easy to overlook family and friends when we are rushing hither and thither in this rat-race world. The rich, the famous, the VVIPs: they might find themselves surrounded by hundreds of “friends”. It’s the opposite when one is out in the cold. We don’t normally have many friends at all—but then again in such situations it’s easier to determine who our friends really are. There is no reason why I can’t spend time with friends and family now. But for those still in the rat race, all you need to do is remember them—your family, your friends—and do something before it is too late.

In a way, golf is like friendship. We will only feel closer to the game if we don’t expect too much of it. Relish the moments when it allows us a few good shots. When things go bad, be patient because the good shots will come again, whether at the next hole or the next time we play. It doesn’t matter. They will come.

Friendship has a completely different meaning in politics. Having had experience in both the Government and the Opposition I say with certainty that politics simply doesn’t allow one to develop many friendships, and by “friends” I mean those with whom we share confidences, difficult times and joyous moments.

When I left the Government and UMNO, my “friends” and erstwhile colleagues declined even to return my telephone calls. It wasn’t as if I was asking them for favours. It was simply common courtesy to find out how things were with them now that I didn’t see them so often. It was the same with the Pakatan Rakyat. A falling-out with Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim has huge repercussions: even PAS and DAP leaders who were friendly with me would find all kinds of excuses to avoid me. Well, maybe they thought I was fishing for a seat at the next General Election.

This is not to say that in all my 28 years in politics I made no real friends along the way. I had the privilege of meeting some of the most loyal and selfless people in my life during my political career. They have supported me through thick and thin, by which I mean that they might not have agreed with me, but they never doubted my good intentions.
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BETWEEN MY ENDLESS WANDERINGS

Kota Bharu, Kelantan, August 2012

“You swing your best when you have the fewest things to think about.” ~ Bobby Jones

I was late for the game. The place used to be called the Royal Kelantan Club, but for reasons unknown to me the “Royal” bit got dropped. Perhaps there had been some kind of disagreement between Club officials and the Palace. The Club Captain, Hanafi, and my old friend Hamat (who is more popularly known as Mat Dunhill) kindly agreed to join me for this special game—it was special to me because this was the first time I had returned to play after a 20-year absence.

And I was late.

Being late didn’t stop my reminiscing. I had joined the Club for purely sentimental reasons. I was 10 years old or thereabouts and I would watch the British tuans and mems playing lawn tennis at the Club’s main premises in Kota Bharu. Standing in what was then known as Padang Churchill, I would peek through the fences and see the expatriates at their games or sun-bathing by the pool. I don’t remember seeing many locals there but that was in 1961. Very much the old days still. It was the first time I had seen tennis played on grass, and it was in honour of this memory that I let myself be persuaded to play that game as an adult (this was before I discovered golf).

The Clubhouse is still located at the same spot but I don’t think anyone plays lawn tennis any more. Perhaps the pool too has fallen into disuse. In parts of our country today it is forbidden for Muslim men and women to mingle in a swimming pool. Near the Club was a school complex built in the 1980s. It too had a large swimming pool but it too seemed unused. A sign of the times, I thought.

The golf course was located in Pengkalan Chepa, some four kilometres away from the main Clubhouse. I thought it looked the same despite the passage of two decades. The greens were still quite bumpy and could have done with some maintenance. The cow grass covering the fairways was in a good condition, although the tee boxes and surrounding areas required some spring-cleaning. The drains, for example, were water-logged and needed attention. There should be someone to clean the course regularly, I thought. Perhaps there was, and this was it.

Still, I enjoyed the game very much. I got one par, on the par-five eleventh hole. I don’t know what happened but I hit a screamer with the opening drive, and followed it with a 2-wood and a 9-wood to the green. It’s not often that I can string three successive good shots in a single game—I can get a good shot maybe only once or twice in an 18-hole game.

What the Club lacked in facilities and manicured greens they made up with in friendly staff and caddies. Even the halfway hut was stacked with mee hoon, pisang rebus and other kuih. In Kelantan you have the best food even on a golf course, enough to satisfy the cravings of everyone. Truly, one can retire in Kota Bharu very satisfied if one likes to eat and do nothing else.

But I must say that Kota Bharu is no longer the town of my youth that I remembered so fondly. In those days there was a lot more fun in the air. People got themselves involved in all kinds of sporting and cultural activities. There was plenty of entertainment and cinemas were always showing interesting films.

I saw some of my most life-changing films in Kota Bharu. You probably won’t believe that we had And God Created Woman there in 1962. We saw much of Brigitte Bardot (literally), and this was the film that shot her to instant stardom. The film unleashed a new freedom in the way we thought about and depicted sexuality and sexual mores.

Moviemaking changed dramatically after that. I saw Mutiny On The Bounty, where the beautiful Tarita Teriipia did the hula dance to seduce Marlon Brando (which she succeeded in doing in real life). I think that the hula is one of the most exotic and sexiest dances one can do. Time and time again it has made me want to visit the islands of the South Pacific. These beautiful places remind me that we have a beautiful planet to savour, protect and keep, and that we have a very short time to do it.

Unfortunately the once little town of Kota Bharu is now something entirely different. Not only do we have the obligatory traffic gridlock, but the place has also lost its charm. There are no parks for people to do anything in, except a small one at the edge of town. There is a museum and a public library, but they do not do justice to Kelantan’s learning and heritage. The smell of clogged drains fills the air and water shortages made our visit to the food stalls a worry. Out of concern for religious sensibilities there are no more cinema halls like the ones we had before—but this does not stop the people watching whatever they want on the Internet.

In my youth we had bullfighting, cockfighting and many other competitive (and less bloody) sports. Now it’s just football. And although we can still eat good food, buy cheap textiles and have no shortage of Islamic books, the charm of yesteryear has gone and will not return.

Still, for me it’s the town that I will always go back to in between my endless wanderings. My friends are still there and, although we don’t talk about politics, we have enough common interests to keep us busy.

I wish there were more golf courses in Kota Bharu but for that to happen PAS leaders will probably have to start playing golf. I know they are keen to rule the country but they don’t seem at all keen on changing the parochial way they live, or the way they dress. They expect other people to conform to their manners, habits and views.

I know that many Malays are tired of the UMNO ways, particularly the party’s penchant for abuse and corrupt practices. PAS perhaps gives them the spiritual dimension they need in their political beliefs, although I am not sure if they will be satisfied in real life. PAS may give them regular religious sermons couched in political terms, but the test in the pudding is whether the community and society as a whole are better served by these Islamists.
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GOING TO KIJAL

Kijal, Terengganu, July 2012

Kijal is a bustling town with a holiday resort and an 18-hole golf course. The oil fields off the Terengganu coast have generated a new economic and property boom in the state. Indeed, Terengganu has come a long way from the old sleepy hollow known more for its keropok and fish than anything else. Today it is a modern service economy with a large tourism business. It took me more than four hours to reach Kijal despite the free-flowing highway from Karak to Kuantan.

As expected, the golf course had not been maintained very well. Normally, water hazards, besides providing a challenge to golfers, serve to beautify the course. The murky Kijal hazards were real hazards to health and peace of mind. The tee boxes were too small and untidy and the fairways substandard (except for holes 7 to 9 and 15 to 18).

Of course Kijal was in a much better condition in its first years of operation. Why is this always the case in my beloved country? I don’t know. We are good at starting things, building infrastructure and new facilities of all kinds, but then they all fall apart because we apparently haven’t encountered the word “maintenance”.

So the green fee at Kijal is relatively cheap and one can argue that playing there represents good value for money, but what’s the point? Must we always be stuck with this euphemistic “value-for-money” nonsense? It’s nothing more than a sorry excuse for a sorry state of affairs, and I hope that people like the monopoly owners of gaming businesses will spend a tiny fraction of their massive profits on the proper maintenance of golf courses in places like Terengganu. Oh well. One can but hope.

Arriving at the Club, I encountered a sprightly Malay lad named Rizal at the bag-drop area. He gave me the key to the buggy but quickly said that there were no caddies.

“Not easy to find one these days,” he said, humming some Malay tune or other while talking.

I asked him if he would accompany me so I could get to know the course better. He politely declined, saying that it was a matter of integrity that he could not oblige me.

Now this was interesting. Here was a young Malay lad speaking of integrity, but what on earth was he talking about? I think he was trying to say that his position at the Club was higher than that of a caddie, and that it did not befit said position to caddy for portly old gentlemen. I could understand this reluctance but I felt that he had misunderstood the meaning of the word “integrity”.

Well, who can blame him? Our leaders neither preach nor practise it. It was only during the tenure of Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi that we came across the word, although his legacy in this area today consists only of the Institute of Integrity.

The future of this Rizal and millions like him depends on whether we can develop an inclusive value system—a protocol of behaviour—that will enhance trust, honesty, and confidence in the leadership of this country. Of course, the leadership must also earn that confidence and trust by being honest in the first place. This will in turn cascade to young people like Rizal who will have an example to follow, a nucleus of positive values to learn from, which is necessary for any real transformation to take place.

Given the state of our nation today, values like hard work, honesty, integrity and trustworthiness must emanate from the leaders. Only when the people see the commitment of leaders to these values—and when they learn to boot out leaders that fail any of these tests—will they commit themselves en masse towards the betterment of our shared future.

Well, our leaders fall rather short in the trustworthiness department. In fact, they betray the trust of the people with stunning regularity. How many more corruption scandals must we endure before we can take stern and decisive action against the perpetrators?

Looking around Kijal, I thought it might have been trapped in a time-warp compared to everything else around it. I have gone the length and breadth of Terengganu and I am impressed by the development of the state. There’s no doubt that the Barisan Nasional has spent the state’s oil revenue well, which is not to say that there has been no wastage, or that overpriced projects don’t exist—there has been a great deal of abuse of state resources to promote some rather whimsical projects. Still, by and large, Terengganu has more to offer its people than Kedah or Kelantan.

So, I believe that the Barisan Nasional is mostly justified in saying that it has made a significant contribution towards modernising the country, but I also believe that it is the coalition’s arrogance and unwillingness to be accountable that makes people look to PAS for an alternative.

I often use the word “arrogance” to describe the Barisan and I believe that this is fully justified. Which “democratic” political party in the world campaigns on the premise that the Opposition is unable to govern? It’s the height of arrogance to say that no one else can govern except you. The Barisan said that to the PAS state government in 1990 and predicted that PAS would fall for want of resources and expertise (it didn’t). They said the same thing would happen in Selangor and Kedah in 2008 (ditto, ditto). It’s the same tune over and over.

It’s also arrogance that has blinded the Barisan to the fact that the political party in power is certainly not the Government. To the Barisan everything in the Government belongs to it, including the Civil Service and the apparatus of state. The conflict of interest is an alien idea to the Barisan, and this is why it is woefully out of touch with the new generation of Malaysians.

Some of the brighter young voters will not vote for the Barisan because of this. I am sure that the Pakatan Rakyat, when it comes to power, will have the same problems keeping party affairs separate from the Government—but at least it will be interesting to see how they tackle it. For now, I believe that there is no discernible difference in the way that (say) the PAS government in Kelantan administers its affairs and the way a BN state government handles party interests.

Still, I think we need to give the other side a chance to see if they can undertake the affairs of state more professionally and with some integrity. It might be a question of degree (or degree of badness), but unless we try the Pakatan formula we will never know the difference.

Perhaps then someone will come and fix up all these rural courses.
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SMALL TOWNS TO GREAT CITIES

Morib, Selangor, August 2012

“What other people may find in poetry or art museums; I find in the flight of a good drive.” ~ Arnold Palmer

Suliana and I left for the Sri Morib Golf Club early on Saturday morning from our house in Petaling Jaya. It took us approximately 90 minutes to get there (about the same time it took us in 1987). Although the roads are wider and there are more expressways now, there are also definitely more traffic lights and cars. Over the past 25 years, Banting and Klang have grown into major townships and it was heartening to see so much development in Selangor.

In 1987 we were just starting to play golf on weekends and would leave early in the morning for Morib—the only place where we could play because the green fees were cheap. We had to use buggies when we got there—there were no caddies available. I suppose Malaysia has become like those developed countries where caddies are hard to find. It was a far cry from the days when caddies were plentiful. Still, we were pleased to see the fairways still in good condition, even if heavy rain over the previous few days had rendered holes 5 and 6 unplayable.

The greens were not as well maintained and there were patches that weren’t covered with grass at all. This was probably due to the limited finances of the small Club. Proper maintenance of golf courses needs a lot of money, especially in this part of the world where high humidity and regular rain routinely mean weed infestations. Also, crossing the main road to get to hole 5 was still as hazardous as before, but it’s amazing that there has never been a major traffic accident here. All the same, the Club should at least place some speed bumps on the main road to slow down cars so that there will be less risk to golfers.

Along the way I heard that the Selangor Government was considering leasing the Club to a conglomerate, I suppose to construct hotels and condominiums. In exchange, the developers would let members play on a new course constructed somewhere nearby. The members should not allow this to happen. There is enough land in Selangor to build whatever we want without taking away this small piece of history.

The Sri Morib Golf Club is one of the few remaining seaside golf links open to small-town golfers, who have indeed been using it for years. We shouldn’t sacrifice this for the sake of yet another block of buildings that we can build anywhere. But some people understand things only in terms of “development” and “profit”. They care little, if at all, about the interests of the community.

We’ve heard about development proposals for the Subang Golf Club in Petaling Jaya too. This piece of land has over the years become strategically located, and so its development value now runs into billions of ringgit. The members are very well-connected individuals so I hope they will be able to resist any move to convert the club into yet another property-development hub.

They should reject any move to evict and resettle them in another place. This is the story we hear all the time: land allotted for golf and recreational facilities is gradually but inexorably alienated to private property developers.

Why? Selangor attracts solid investments from abroad, and a lot of it comes from golf-crazy nations like Japan. Isn’t it in our collective best interests to maintain our existing golf courses instead of converting them, which really only fills the pockets of a handful of people? Top expatriate executives consider facilities like golf courses as essential to their wellbeing, to say nothing of the needs of locals, so why can’t we maintain our courses for their sake?

Really, there are no better incentives for Japanese and Koreans to come here than the presence of golf courses. Johor made the right decision by building many golf courses in the late 1990s. And what was the result of this single decision? A lot of investment poured in from Singapore, where there is literally no more land for new courses, and of course there was a great deal of interest from the Japanese too.

Selangor has to catch up with Johor in providing golfing facilities. I think the lag is probably due to the fact that the Menteri Besar, Tan Sri Khalid Ibrahim, is not a golfer. I urge him to start hitting the ball now. I’m sure he will enjoy it and Selangor will benefit too.

The drive home to Petaling Jaya was more challenging. Trucks and container-lorries to the ports and Klang town slowed down traffic in some places, but then they moved at dangerous speeds in others. Selangor is experiencing rapid development under Khalid’s administration and it’s easy for people to see that he and his team are doing a decent job in office. I remember him telling me in 2010 that he would like to retire at the next polls but he could have said that in jest. I hope so. The country could do with more able administrators like Khalid.

This is why I get very angry when I read statements by UMNO leaders belittling Malays who support the Opposition. If you are a “genuine” Malay, as they claim to be, then you should be proud of a Malay, regardless of politics, if he or she has achieved something worthwhile. There is no need to attack someone for no reason other than that he or she is an Opposition politician.

There is certainly no need to make silly statements about the future of the Malays being “in jeopardy” when the Opposition governs the country. Since these people only understand racial politics, I say this: there are many Malay leaders in the Opposition who are capable leaders. They have no reason to ruin their own future or that of other Malays now that they are in power, do they? So why would they?

As a showcase state for the Opposition, Selangor has the task of not only promoting development and creating employment for the people, but also taking the lead in providing transparent and accountable systems of administration.

It’s not enough to emulate what the previous Government has done in the area of attracting new investment. The new administration must also provide progress in the state in a way that is acceptable to the new generation. This means sustainability in all its forms: the general environment, our rivers and the air, water supplies that are adequate and affordable, workers’ wages that are equitable, community security, and so forth.

Well, they have been working on this, at least. I also hope that the Barisan understands that there can be no going back.
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OF LADY GOLFERS AND POLITICAL PROPRIETY

Surrey, UK, April 2012

A friend had recommended that I play at the Farnham Golf Club in Surrey. It consists of a typical English parkland with mature trees, colourful heather and wild shrubs guarding the fairways. I would like it, my friend assured me. Well, I don’t really need much persuasion to try new places to play golf, so off I went.

It was a pleasant spring afternoon when I finally got there and the starter was able to let me tee off at about 1pm. It’s common for clubs in England to have competitions in the morning, especially for members and societies, so visitors are usually given time only after noon.

It was a pleasant walk around the course. With no buggies allowed and no caddies to carry my bag I pottered about happily with the trolley. I should add that it was a battery-powered trolley, which keeps one happy even on a steep climb.

There were many ladies playing that day and since I was playing alone, it’s understandable that the pace was a little slow for me. In my travels, I have found Australian, English and Scottish courses to be full of lady players. This is not so in Malaysia, and especially not so amongst Malays. Why? This phenomenon is worthy of study if scholars get round to examining the sociology of golf. There are many young women competing on the international circuit, but I think golf will make a delightful game for older Malaysian ladies of leisure. It allows for gossip, by which I mean the meaningful chit-chat and exchange of news, while letting everyone have some exercise in the countryside.

I have always reminded Suliana how lucky she is that she married me: I was instrumental in persuading her to try this beautiful game. Jokes aside, she really is a good player and one can see that she enjoys the game more and more. People seldom realise how truly therapeutic golf is. It relaxes you, and married couples can do with this kind of therapy on a regular basis. It’s a game of camaraderie and friendship and I would recommend even young couples to play golf together.

Anyway, the continuous search for the occasional right swing, the search to experience hitting the sweet spot is a joy no one should miss.

It was a great day out in Surrey. While driving back from Farnham, I put on the radio and listened to a political commentator talking about the US presidential election. He was bemoaning the lack of competition and excitement this time around, unlike what he had seen in previous contests. He thought that Mitt Romney was not up to scratch against the smooth-talking Barack Obama. I agreed with him, and Obama was not only a good orator, he actually put in place forward-looking policies in his first term. As President, he acknowledged that gays and lesbians were equal citizens of America and deserved to be treated with fairness. He has tried to bring changes to healthcare to make it affordable to all Americans.

He even supported the Arab Spring despite risk to American interests. I think that Obama has managed to articulate very well where he intends to lead America, and that America must have a place for many different people. His America treats all its citizens equally regardless of their religion or sexual preference. It supports the underprivileged and the weak. At the same time, it will remain committed to giving ample opportunity to all to achieve the American Dream.

This was in stark contrast to general elections in our own country, which are inevitably full of boring hate-speeches. Not a single day passes without someone saying something that would be completely out of bounds in a civilised democracy.

Those who know the joy of playing golf will appreciate that the game can only be played if the mind is clear of any morbid thoughts. In fact, the mind has to be calm and free of distractions of any kind. Only in complete tranquility will the golfer find the confidence to play well.

The people of Malaysia too need to be calm and collected during the election period. It’s impossible to decide important issues concerning the country and the kind of leaders we need when the environment is hostile, or in a warlike situation such as we have now. There are just too many distractions. If we want to make the right choice, we need to be able to sift through the many issues and arguments put forward by the protagonists. We must remain focused and cast our votes in quiet confidence. I hope our single action will give the country an opportunity to recover from the abuses and pilferage of the past.

Having played in many small and unknown golf courses in England, I notice that the game here reflects the culture of the people quite accurately. It’s not at all an elitist game played only by members of the aristocracy or the upper class, even if that’s how the game started. Many players are ordinary lads from the local community, and they trudge along the fairways and push their own trolleys. Very rarely does one see a buggy being used. In the car park we occasionally see a Range Rover or a BMW, but by and large the vehicles are of the type used by ordinary folk. On the Club’s notice board one can see the various tournaments being arranged and the prizes for these local games are just some boxes of golf balls and umbrellas. No wonder golfers here don’t mind playing with their actual handicaps—there isn’t much to win. There’s no need to “manage” one’s handicap.

The Royal Mid-Surrey in Richmond has a somewhat snobbish feel about it. Here I suppose the upper-middle class congregate and I never feel comfortable with these types whether in England or in my own country. They have a certain air of aloofness and detachment that I find unnerving. As I am a sloppy dresser, they probably thought I was some immigrant from a developing country intruding upon their circle by being in the Clubhouse. I was only inside the Member’s bar briefly as I was given the green light to tee off earlier than scheduled. The starter, Jim, was a kind fellow and told me some of the hazards to look out for. He asked where I was from and he started talking when I told him about Malaysia. He loves this country, especially the food. I told him Malaysians also loved their country very much and that explained the serious political dogfight that had been going on for years.

I had to pay quite a bit to use the buggy, and booking a buggy is a must as most Clubs only provide a few. It was too cold for me and the wind was too strong—walking in the company of friends might have been tolerable in these conditions but walking alone was quite daunting. The course was flat and, like all links courses, the view was monotonous. In a milder climate, walking would be the way to play here. Maybe next time.

At the pro shop I saw notices displayed for free coaching lessons for young boys and girls. This is a countrywide initiative started by the Golf Foundation and sponsored by a major international bank with the support of all the relevant golf associations, Clubs and sponsors. Throughout England and Scotland small Clubs participate in this project where professional coaches give free lessons to juniors and the Club provides the facilities. Young boys and girls from lower-income households are given the same opportunities as their wealthier friends to play the game. This is the meaning of egalitarianism. This is how a fair society conducts itself.

Despite the rain I had to rush back to the hotel because I was late for an appointment to have thosai with a friend. In the Tooting/Streatham area, one can get some of the best thosai in England. Indeed, in England one can feel at home as far as food goes. They have the best duck rice, the best briyani, Afghan food, thosai and fantastic fine dining as well. It’s not a bad place to retire if money’s not a factor. Since it is a factor in our case, it looks like we’ll have to settle at Pasir Hor in Kota Bharu, Kelantan.

This friend of mine had already lived in England for some 30 years. It’s unlikely he will uproot himself and return to Malaysia in the future. He is political in the sense that he has strong views about what is happening to the country but he does not only talk about politics—he’s also an activist. He does what he can to mobilise Malaysians living around London to be actively involved. By that I mean he organises talks, seminars and discussions so Malaysians here are well-versed with the goings-on back home. The Malaysian diaspora is certainly deeply concerned with what is happening to the country.
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BRUTAL HONESTY

Home, Petaling Jaya, January 2012

“Golf is deceptively simple and endlessly complicated. It satisfies the soul but frustrates the intellect. It is at the same time maddening and rewarding.” ~ Arnold Palmer

In golf you have no one but yourself to blame for a bad swing. There might be an occasional bad bounce that puts the ball in a bad situation, or a bad blustery wind might take the ball out of its intended flight path. By and large, however, it’s impossible to attribute bad play to anyone or anything other than the player.

Golf is brutally honest. As such, it can be a painful and lonely game in that it exposes your weaknesses, leaving you nowhere to hide and no one to accuse. You really do have to own up to all your bad decisions and faults of judgment. Even those chaps who throw their clubs into the lake know this.

At the same time, however, you can rejoice in the knowledge that you and only you are responsible for the good drive that connects perfectly to the ball and puts you on the path to play par golf. You can take all the credit because it really is your own effort that has resulted in your achievement, not the wind, God, or some fluke of physics.

I want to talk about the state of golf management in our country, or rather its mismanagement. As always I will be brutally honest. This is one sport where we can excel if only the people responsible for the game are serious in doing their part. First, we need to know who are responsible for the game in Malaysia. There is of course the Malaysian Golfers Association (MGA), which is helmed by a fine gentleman. Then we have the Professional Association, which I understand is split into two factions. So we have two bosses there. Under the MGA we have the Malaysian Lady Golfers Association, which is probably the best run of the lot.

On the other end of the scale we have the owners of golf Clubs. Members’ Clubs like the Royal Selangor and Subang are financially strong but are just too busy catering to the needs of members, so they have little time to think about the development and the future of the game. The financially weaker and smaller members’ Clubs, like the one in Kota Bharu and other small towns, don’t have enough money to make ends meet and to maintain themselves properly. They have no one to turn to except their members who themselves aren’t generous enough to contribute sufficient funds to their Clubs. So courses and facilities inevitably deteriorate. No one bothers to help, and another of the country’s golf facilities will go under.

There are some conglomerates like Sime Darby, Maybank, and the IOI Group that are involved in the sport. These either own expensive world-class golf courses in the Klang Valley or sponsor world-class events. There are a few more conglomerates owning golf courses in Johor and Melaka. Then of course you have Big Brother—the Government of Malaysia. They have a Youth and Sports Ministry, which also has influence over the likes of the Olympic Council of Malaysia and the district offices and state governments (small courses in the states are in theory under the purview of the respective state governments).

Then you have wealthy individuals who, through their charitable foundations, have helped to promote the game. This brings to mind the initiative of the Deputy Prime Minister Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin, who is a keen and talented golfer and raises a lot of money from wealthy friends every year when they play the game with him. I used to be invited to these in the early years when I was in UMNO, but it looks unlikely that I’ll ever be asked back. Anyway, young golfers are given opportunities to play in these games and lucrative cash prizes are given away.

Yes, conglomerates like Maybank and Sime Darby also organise golf tournaments and sponsor development programmes but not on a long-term basis. Their preoccupation naturally centres on organising international tournaments where top players from all over the world descend on Kuala Lumpur. They are interested in the glitz and the publicity to be gained for an international group of companies. They give away millions of ringgit in prize money. To be fair, they also organise tournaments for our boys and girls but these initiatives are disjointed and lack any long-term planning.

What is clear to me is this: these stakeholders are all sincere in their efforts to promote the game but they all just do their own thing and there is absolutely no collaboration and coordination whatsoever. Each takes a bite at the golf industry but none really cares about growth. If a certain golf association or grouping has access to the Prime Minister or the Deputy Prime Minister and manages to get their approval to launch a golf programme or event, then lo! it will happen. Money will flow in and the event will be done. But that will be the end of the story. There will be no follow-up because there is no one who is fully responsible for the development of the sport nationwide.

Not only is there no coordination or collaboration, I doubt there is any long-term plan in place either by the MGA or the other associations. For instance, I do not see a 10-year plan being laid out on how to develop the programme for juniors. By this I mean a plan that is supported by all the relevant stakeholders and receives adequate funding from conglomerates and the Government.

I met someone a while ago who told me of an initiative to develop golf for boys and girls in schools. The plan entailed using the facilities of existing Clubs or school playing fields where lessons could be given to interested pupils. A sponsor would supply the golf equipment and the families would pay for it under heavily subsidised rates. A little girl from Jempol, Negeri Sembilan, was so excited to play the game that her father (who was peddling ice cream and soft drinks) managed to scrounge RM295 from family members to pay for the golf equipment. The Police gave their permission to use a bit of vacant land near the Jempol police station for golf lessons and the headmaster of the school was also supportive and allowed a few pupils to take part as an experiment.

Unfortunately, the programme was stopped. Someone from a certain Golf Association told the headmaster that the initiative was not endorsed by golf’s governing body in Malaysia (presumably he meant the MGA) and therefore the school should not allow the programme to continue. In our country the headmaster is forever compliant and will not do anything against the rules. So the headmaster stopped it and the poor girl and her friends were denied a chance to play the game, all because some big egos felt it necessary to impose themselves lest people might not know who they are.

It’s so different in other countries. In America a parent just needs to Google the nearest golf Club in their area and they will surely find some programmes reserved for boys and girls, especially for those who come from families who are not members of private golf Clubs. Golf Clubs in America, in collaboration with professional golf associations, have extensive teaching programmes for the young. This is the norm in the country and that’s how they produce champions. Giving opportunities to the young to play the game is not focused merely on trying to make them champions—only a gifted few will make the grade, after all—but more importantly these programmes give the young a chance to socialise and to mingle while playing a healthy recreational sport. We don’t really care for this kind of thing, even though we go crazy moralising about how the young need to be taken care of so they do not become addicted to drugs or engage in more undesirable activities.

I understand that Sabah and Sarawak are quite successful in the development of young golfers among schoolchildren. Maybe the parents and the local golf associations there are more committed to the idea and can see the benefit of such programmes. Parents in Korea are willing to take their children out of school and place them in golf academies at a very young age. That’s the reason why there are as many as 30 top players in the Ladies Professional Golf Association who are Koreans. Maybe that’s carrying the commitment too far but the principal lesson here is this: unless the country, the relevant golf associations and parents are committed to making golf a success—and that means a willingness to make sacrifices—we will never achieve anything meaningful in the sport.

Sacrifice means that the MGA must be prepared to abandon old ways of doing things and start afresh with new ideas. For a start, the MGA should give “autonomy” to the Malaysian Ladies Golfers Association to manage their own affairs independently. Similarly, the juniours also need a separate entity that will be dedicated to improving our young golfers. The Association can’t be managed by a general manager when the real power rests with the general committee. Under these conditions the general manager is merely a powerless administrator. The whole structure is flawed. It’s time the MGA appointed a team of golf professionals on a full-time basis to plan the development of the sport. This team must be entrusted to execute plans without interference from the general committee, and members of the committee should just celebrate the success of the work done by these professionals. This is the sacrifice we need from the governing body.

Sacrifice also means that the Prime Minister and his deputy should do more than just attend some tournaments, play the occasional game with the rakyat, or hand out cash donations like feudal lords of days gone by. They need a proper umbrella organisation that reports to them regularly so they can monitor the development of the sport. They need to monitor those entrusted to promote the sport to ensure that they are actually doing the required work. If this umbrella organisation is put in place, a lot more positive work will result from the golf associations. I’d like to suggest that this top-level organisation be chaired by the Prime Minister or his deputy and that the other nominated members consist of the chairman of the MGA, the president of the Ladies Association, a representative from the Professional Golfers Association, representatives of the big owners like Sime Darby and The Mines, and major sponsors such as CIMB and Maybank. Give them a clear mandate to develop the sport with details about the targets to be achieved.

Enough about politics. I am looking forward to playing golf in Langkawi next week. They say the Datai Bay Golf Club is one of the most idyllic and prettiest golf courses in Malaysia. I have not visited Langkawi for a long time now but perhaps this is the time for me to make peace with the past, so to speak.

I have always wanted Langkawi to remain a tranquil paradise. I would hate to see it converted into a concrete jungle full of high-rises and shopping centres to the point that future generations of Malaysians will never know the beauty of it the way we do today. The Twin Towers, KLCC and the Kuala Lumpur International Airport: these are enough as examples of the “might” of the Malay race. Leave Langkawi alone.

Well, this is probably just wishful thinking on my part. I too must admit that things change, and they don’t always change to my liking.
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BLOWN OFF COURSE

Spain

The Club de Golf Valderrama is probably one the best golf courses in Europe. Any golfer visiting Spain should try to play there because it’s an experience not to be missed.

Suliana and I were in Marbella in the Costa Del Sol and it took us an hour to get to Valderrama by car. I had wanted to visit the home of the great legend Seve Ballesteros in Pedreña, northern Spain, but the journey would have taken too long, so we settled for the shorter trip to Valderrama.

Visiting Valderrama was our way of remembering and honouring the great man. Seve died in May 2011, but he left behind a legacy that will be remembered for a very long time to come. I don’t think there has ever been a European golfer as talented as he; and another legendary golfer, Jack Nicklaus, described him as one of the most gifted players he had ever seen. Seve was pure class and a great ambassador of the sport.

I admired him most not just for his natural talent—he had a never-say-die attitude when playing in major championships that resonated with my own struggles (particularly with the Unutterable Horror of my terrible swing).

Seve never had proper lessons in golf. He started off as a caddie in his small town, learning to play by watching others. The story was that he would skip school to hit the ball on the beach with an old 3-iron given to him by his brother. Even as a professional golfer he was never accurate off the tee—his wayward drives were legendary—but he made up for all his misses with pure genius and talent. He was always able to recover and come up with magical comeback shots that we spectators looked on in pure open-mouthed awe.

If only he had been healthier, he would surely have won many more tournaments. He had a bad back from his boyhood when he had to carry heavy loads helping his father on the farm, although in the end he died of a brain tumour.

Seve’s death made me very sad. He was six years my junior but both of us were born in April. While I spent my childhood years in the padi fields catching ikan haruan and collecting duck eggs, he was hitting golf balls on the beach near his village. He became a legend and I remained a 22-handicapper at the Royal Selangor Golf Club.

Seve touched the hearts of so many people with his commitment to making golf a people’s game. He was a symbol not of commercial success but of the sport. He regarded golf as a tool to achieve the greatest goals of humanity. He was brilliant. Thank you, Seve.

Until the 1960s golf around the world was a game for the wealthy. Some of the top names in golf could probably also be found in high-society magazines. Bobby Jones comes to mind. He was a very talented player from the upper crust of the southern American society and he started the Augusta National Golf Club. There have been exceptions, like Walter Hagen, who came from a working-class family, and Sam Snead and Byron Nelson, who started as caddies.

It was only later that champions of humbler origins surfaced. Seve Ballesteros typified the qualities of the new breed: he was full of confidence in himself and was never intimidated by the aristocrats who controlled the game. The new breed would sometimes run into trouble with the administrators, as Seve did, but in the end they were vindicated because they saw golf as a people’s game and wanted to keep it that way. They didn’t care for snobbery.

As we teed off at Valderrama, we found the winds just too strong—the course was already difficult enough without extra help from the Atlantic breeze—and the narrow fairways caused havoc for high handicappers like me (I spent a lot of time looking for the ball under the trees lining the fairways). The greens were fast and some were quite small for a championship course, but I didn’t get a single par over all 18 holes that day. Fortunately, there were not many tourists around so we didn’t feel as if we were under any kind of pressure. So, despite all that, it was a great day.

Spain is one of my favourite countries. The people are laid-back and friendly, the food is great and everybody has lots of rest from daily chores with coffee-breaks and siestas. It’s wonderful. Spaniards in general don’t seem over-ambitious, and I wonder if this has a serious downside. As a nation they’re in trouble now because they have borrowed more than they can pay. In other words, they have been living beyond their means. At least the political parties there are united about the problems and how to go about solving them.

Football is doing well in Spain. The top three players in the world by all accounts play in the Spanish League. These superstars, especially my favourite Lionel Messi, have mesmerised the football world with their silky skills and good sportsmanship on and off the field. They are icons who deserve all the accolades they’ve been given. More importantly, they have had a tremendous impact on young players worldwide.

If Malaysia wants to succeed in golf we too must produce a star—a world-class player who will raise the popularity of the sport to heights we can’t yet imagine to be possible. He or she will bring out a huge passion for the game and large numbers of players will fill up our golf courses. How can we do this? We can launch a nationwide youth development programme to search for world-class talent. If we have to scout for this talent amongst the young overseas (China, India, or even at the ends of the earth), we have to do it. This is the critical starting point for golf in Malaysia.

Look at Thailand. The sprouting of good players in the country started when the people knew that Tiger Woods’ mother was Thai. They embraced the legendary Tiger as if he were one of their own—it didn’t matter that his mother was in fact American. Tiger had a Thai “connection” and that was all the Thais needed to spur themselves on to take up the game.

We all need symbols of excellence and extraordinarily gifted sportsmen and women to drive us forward. Malaysia had the opportunity when Vijay Singh was looking for a country to settle down in and to support his talent, but we were and still are small-minded, so we refused to be accommodating enough to make his stay here permanent. There went our chance of securing a world-class player to don Malaysian colours. If Vijay had been Malaysian, we would have many more players on the Asian circuit today than just Danny Chia.

Pak Se Ri did the same for Korea. Before she became the hottest property in the ladies game, Korea was just “another country” in so far as golfing prowess was concerned. There were a few lady players on the Asian circuit but hardly anyone recognisable in the LPGA. That changed dramatically after Pak became the world’s top player and won so many tournaments. Today, Koreans dominate the women’s game and there is no letting up from them. They produce winner after winner, and the Chinese are working hard to emulate them. Yani Tseng (from Taiwan) has generated so much interest in the game that I will not be surprised if more Chinese women soon become equally successful. Even the men are doing well: the top golfers in Asia, both amateur and professional, are Chinese.

I know that some of my friends in UMNO will cry foul at the suggestion of engaging “foreigners” as Malaysian superstars. They are just blinded by a false sense of pride. There is nothing wrong with adopting someone into our family. Look at the way the Japanese built their rugby prowess. In the 1970s, Japanese rugby was probably weaker than our own Cobra Team, but then they started recruiting South Pacific and other expatriate players living in Tokyo to play in their league. They persuaded them with residency and other incentives and finally these players played for Japan. Today, Japan is the Asia-Pacific rugby champion and even qualified for the Finals at the last World Cup in New Zealand. They did very well and are no longer whipping boys for bigger teams. So what if this Japanese team has some “foreigners”? They are as Japanese as the next player in the team and, when they play, they give heart and soul to their adopted country. They are proud of the flag and of Japan. This is how we too shall succeed in the modern world. We cannot be small-minded.

So I say to the leaders of any country who want to see golf succeed: have a worldwide search for talent. When people are already 17 or 18 years old it’s already too late to teach them sound fundamentals. Malaysian parents will not do it the Korean way and take children out of school to play golf, so young Malaysians will probably start serious practice only after they leave school. I say forget about them for the moment. Go and look for kids whose parents are not interested in their children scoring 10 As at the SPM examinations. Go look for Chinese, Nepalese, Bangladeshi or Indian youths who want to make something extraordinary of their lives but are also prepared to come out with nothing. Go for the braves who are prepared to risk everything. Go after those who have nothing to lose. Champions are found only in this crowd.

Of course talent-scouting isn’t as easy as it looks. We need trained eyes and the right professionals to do it, and not all professionals are made of quality stuff. In Malaysia, it’s not very difficult to become a professional golfer if you’re a good player. All you need is to pass the qualifying school tests and you’ll become a professional. It matters little if you don’t know how to teach the game or have no interest in the other rudiments of golf. Of course, this is not the case if you want to be a professional golfer in America or Japan.

Being a good player and passing the qualifying school is just one part. Other requirements are strictly enforced. You also need to pass other tests conducted by the professional association. This includes your ability to pass down the knowledge of the game and your temperament as a coach. Being a good player does not automatically mean that one is also a good teacher. And in Malaysia we prefer short-cuts even in golf.

I see many children coming from the estates who drop out of school at an early age. They are a useful bunch to be roped into the game. Let them play golf and let them become caddies. The Government has a duty to find them a way to earn a livelihood. So, use them as an important human resource in supporting the development of the sport.

I suppose it is foolish and wishful thinking on my part to hope that, in sports or in public administration, we will have right professionals and technocrats (which we used to). The need for social recognition, for riches and the desire to have titles in quick time have led many to sacrifice important values in their lives. There seems to be no place in our system to recognise those who work as professionally and as well as they are able. There is always “something more” one has to do to succeed. We have put everything in the fast lane.

I paint a bleak picture because I was blown off course at Valderrama. This is one the toughest courses I have played, mainly because of the strong winds. Who cares if it’s tough? Everyone must try to play at the top five courses in Europe, and Valderrama used to be the permanent venue for the Volvo Masters for many years. When the breeze started getting stronger in the afternoon it became impossible to keep the ball on the fairway. Already they are narrow in most places, but the absence of thick undergrowth helped to make life bearable. The greens were fast and at the par-fives you’d find greens in two tiers, which made putting challenging indeed.

Yes I have one last point before we leave Sotogrande, where Valderrama is located. The game of golf skyrocketed in Spain when they had Seve Ballesteros winning the Majors. Our badminton became a national obsession and a number-one game because we’ve had a bit of history as All-England Champions. This is what we need in golf: a national champion good enough to grace the world stage. There is no other way. Let’s find this person wherever he or she might be.
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FOUR SEASONS IN THE DESERT

Home, Petaling Jaya, 2011

“Since you’re here, you must play at the Four Seasons Golf Club,” said the tourist I met on the airplane. “It’s the best in Dubai.” I was travelling to Dubai to see a friend, a Malaysian working for a Dubai shipping conglomerate. As he had agreed that I should stay at his house, I was able to splurge a bit on some luxuries like playing golf in this expensive city.

I knew a bit about this Club. It’s a course designed for tourists, I thought, so it would surely be pretty and scenic, but it probably wouldn’t meet the standards demanded for competitive matches. Still, it had the words “Four Seasons” in it, and I thought that was irresistible. It’s a hotel brand, of course, and it conjured in my mind images of affluence and luxury. Today, Four Seasons no longer operates this course but it’s still there for golf enthusiasts to enjoy.

I managed to get there by 8am. Even at that hour the sun was already burning hot. Even a Four Seasons desert is still a desert. Ah yes, there are the well-manicured greens and behold: walking on a fairway is like walking on a carpet.

But there’s just too much sand and it gets everywhere: onto the course, into your shoes, up your nose, in between your teeth. There are no man-made lakes, not even any harsh undergrowth to say hello to. And there are no appealing views to speak of unless you like towering skyscrapers.

Having said all that, I played quite well that day and was rather pleased with myself.

There were some short holes that were a lot of fun. If you manage to enlist the aid of a good downwind, you start thinking that you can actually hit the ball a decent distance. After that, you inevitably start thinking that you are rather good at all this and your game has improved wonderfully since landing in the desert.

But the wind is a fickle thing. It changes direction and hits you in the face. The drives get shorter and develop a mind of their own. Well, the truth is that nothing can replace a good swing— not the wind and certainly not playing tricks on your own mind. In the end I managed just nine holes as I felt compelled to rush back to civilisation in order to join the thousands of Arabs in their obligatory daily ritual: shopping.

They say that the economy out here is slowing down but I see no evidence if it. There is simply too much oil money flowing, and no one loves shopping malls more than the Arabs. The biggest and the largest malls in the world are all in the United Arab Emirates, although I hear Saudi Arabia is catching up very quickly.

Every conceivable brand name is strongly represented here, from the most expensive European houses to cheaper products from China and Bangladesh. I am not sure that all who flock to these malls intend to shop: some are probably there just to watch people go by while enjoying the cool air-conditioning (that’s what we do in Malaysia, anyway), but in the stifling Dubai June heat there really is no better place than a shopping mall.

There is another reason that might explain the Arab fascination with malls. In a society where there is strict physical separation between unrelated men and women, the only permitted meeting place is the public area. While moral enforcers (like ours) do linger in malls to prevent unmarried couples from meeting, this often proves simply too difficult to enforce.

Even so, I went past a couple of fast-food restaurants where I saw signboards welcoming only married couples. This is their way of discouraging courting couples from even eating together. I’m afraid I don’t understand why this obsession with gender separation has become a national culture in that part of the world.

I suppose that boredom might be another reason people love malls. When you have limited things to do (well, you do live in a morally rigorous desert, don’t you?) then the mall is a place where you can kill some time and forget about whatever emptiness there is in or around you. I guess if you’re oil-rich, then retail therapy is a viable way to go about things.

There are few outdoor activities in Dubai and those that exist aren’t encouraged. Once the idea of separating the sexes becomes dominant in a culture, there is very little anyone can do to help nurture sports or cultural activities. No mixed tennis, for certain. No swimming. No dramatic arts. No visual arts classes. No yoga. No public parks. No get-togethers on the many sandy beaches (a real shame, this). So, those who would make the prevention of sin a state responsibility had better build a whole lot of air-conditioned malls before they do anything else.

In a way my own Kelantanese compatriots are like the Arabs. The Tesco in Kota Bharu is probably one of the biggest shopping centres in Malaysia. There are other, smaller, department stores and they’re always full of people. Kuala Terengganu is another place with great shopping malls. I think it’s no coincidence that these two conservative Muslim states have a lot in common, but if they want to take after the Arabs they should go the whole hog and adopt the Arab love of horseracing. Maybe they can establish a world-class racecourse in Kelantan, since there’s not much else to do there anyway, and this can help lower the incidence of petty crime and so forth.

The flight back to Malaysia was smooth and hassle-free. I enjoyed my short sojourn in the only Arab country that I find tolerable. In Dubai, if you confine yourself to your hotel you will be all right—in that way it’s like any other place in the world. You’ll find the best food and the best entertainment, and yes their golf courses are of international standard.

But outside the hotels it’s still a 17th-century kingdom, albeit one clad in the steel and glass of modern skyscrapers.
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GOLF, THE PEOPLE’S GAME

Surrey, UK, April 2012

“The best exercise for a golfer is golfing.” ~ Bobby Jones

The Horton Golf Club is typical of the many county recreational clubs in England. The Clubhouse is small, and even the pro shop has only the basics. Most of the golfers pull their own clubs with manual trolleys, and the Club has only five buggies.

Even so, it’s a popular Club with the local community: many retirees and lady golfers play there regularly. It is located in Sutton, near Epsom, Surrey, and I was able to get a tee-off time at about 10am. As luck would have it, I was joined by two other golfers: the brothers Alex and Phil, aged 15 and 11.

The Club reserves the morning session for members unless there are vacancies. There was one on the day I was there, which is why I was allowed to join the brothers. How nice it was to play golf in Surrey on a crisp, sunny early-June morning. It’s the best place to be in all of England.

The 15-year-old Alex was hitting longer than I was on some holes but I managed not to embarrass myself that day. They asked if I had had coaching when I was younger, perhaps noticing (politely) the Unutterable Horror of my swing. I told them that I started playing only when I was in my early 30s. Like the Masters Champion Bubba Watson, I didn’t and still don’t put much stock in taking lessons.

They, however, both took lessons at the Club and the rate charged by the Club professional was quite affordable. They told me that their father didn’t play at all, although he had encouraged the two of them to take it up.

I must admit that the two young boys were serious learners and there was never a moment when they would “play” round the course. They prepared their stances and swings with care at all times. I did not have that kind of discipline and so they must have thought that my laid-back attitude was some strange Malaysian peculiarity.

It was a crowded course, so it took us more than two and half hours to complete the nine holes. I never realised that so many people played golf in the UK until I started visiting smaller villages in England and Scotland. It’s really a people’s game there, which explains why we see so many golf clubs everywhere.

I am sure that decisions to build new courses, or to maintain even old public parks, are made by local councils because the communities they serve want them. The community has a lot of say in the UK, right down to the kind of facilities they want and don’t want.

In Malaysia, the local councils are appointed by some nebulous higher authority and if the said authority wants a condominium or a highway or a nuclear plant then there is nothing anyone can do except protest for the time being and try to kick everyone out at the next General Election. In the UK this would be considered a very bizarre, top-heavy and roundabout way of getting things done.

But that’s the way it is in Malaysia. In this vein, I am sore about the closure of the Pantai Lagenda Golf and Country Club in Pekan, Pahang. I played there a few years ago and found it to be one of the best golf courses in the country. It was the kind of golf course that provoked an instant attraction the moment you stepped up to play. I liked the course’s two distinct personalities: one set of links faced the South China Sea while another set of nine holes bordered on wild parkland and forest. It really showed off the diversity of Pahang’s natural beauty, and I haven’t seen this layout repeated elsewhere in Malaysia, except perhaps at the Datai in Langkawi. And while I saw a lack of activity and liveliness in the Clubhouse during my visit, I never expected that such a gem would be allowed to fold.

When it was decided in the 1990s to close the 9-hole golf course at the New Club in Taiping town, there were again few public deliberations or consultations. Someone in a higher position simply decided that Bukit Jana would house the new course. Little consideration was given to the fact that the 9-hole course in the middle of Taiping town was a historic place—it was opened around 1885, making it one of the oldest courses in Asia. Perhaps only the Calcutta Golf Club can claim to be older and better known. I am not suggesting that Bukit Jana is a poor location for the new course, but why the hurry in closing something of historical value? We need not allow hackers to play at the course if that disturbs traffic or pedestrians—just leave it as a park. Surely golf enthusiasts from all over the world would descend on Taiping to see this historic site. It might have helped to keep Taiping a bustling town instead of the sleepy one it is now.

Don’t we as a community want to remember our past? People all over the world are proud of their heritage. They want to cling to their history and culture so that these memories give meaning to their lives. In some strange way, we seem to want to forget our past, as if we were afraid of it. Just look at the way we treat Lembah Bujang in Kedah, which is the richest archeological site in the country. This was where the wealth of the Sri Vijaya Kingdom of the 5th century and that of the Khmer people were kept, and yet little public exposition or education of the area is given to our schoolchildren. It’s so different from the many Japanese schoolchildren I’ve seen queuing up to see famous shrines in Kyoto during their school holidays. Many of these young Japanese no longer regard Shintoism with the same reverence as their grandparents, but they are proud of their heritage and they want to understand their history.

Golf is about keeping tradition and about the quest to live life as naturally as possible. It’s an activity that is linked to walking the fields, experiencing the sun and the wind, and being touched by the wonderful sights and colours of the world. A group at my club that calls itself the Buayas (or perhaps it’s the name given to them by their detractors) also partakes in this tradition, albeit in a slightly different way. They gather after every game with drinks in their hands and they remember the good life. Every time they play, they remember to celebrate.

I had an enjoyable morning with Alex and his brother. He asked me if I would come to play at Horton again. I told him that I lived thousands of kilometres away but of course I would definitely play another game with them if I were to pass through Surrey again.

If money permits I would certainly go to the Epsom Derby one day, which is only a few kilometres from Horton. The Epsom Derby is a classic horserace where the best three-year-old stayers in Europe pit their strength and speed against one another.

Despite a lot of flak from UMNO newspapers about my interest in horseracing, the truth is I do enjoy watching it. I have attended classic racing meets around the world: Ascot, the Dubai World Cup, the Melbourne Cup, the Japan Cup and the Hong Kong International Races, amongst others. Horseracing is one of the most exciting sports to watch and people dress up to the nines for the top events.

One can certainly bet on horses just like on other sports like football or golf, but unlike some of my erstwhile colleagues in UMNO, I dislike gambling—and not because I have some moral point to prove. I think it’s silly because the odds of winning are miniscule, and you probably have a better chance at getting serious money by working for it.

You won’t find me in casinos anywhere, but I see nothing wrong with people having some fun. Spending a few ringgit on a 4D draw or a small wager on a race is a great deal of fun for a lot of people, and it’s exciting. It might not be entirely my cup of tea, but what’s wrong with other people enjoying it? What’s wrong with giving ordinary folks some hope that they too can achieve their dreams?

When they came out with the image of me as a gambler, I thought that they were a pack of hypocrites because they were the real gamblers. These corrupt fellows gamble away the wealth of the nation to line their own pockets. If they lose, no problem—it’s someone else’s money. If they win, well then—it’s all theirs.

That doesn’t stop them from stereotyping people. People who love sports are all gamblers, they say. Those who go in for bodybuilding must all be gay, especially if they wear v-neck shirts.

This never-ending stupidity is most unfortunate, but it is also laughable.
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GOLFING IN SOUTHERN THAILAND

Krabi, Thailand, May 2012

There is only one golf course in this resort town, which is surprising, considering that Krabi is one of Southern Thailand’s most popular and well-publicised attractions. I suppose that Phuket, which isn’t far from Krabi, takes care of the golf and other glitzy tourist requirements. This leaves Krabi to develop its own personality, and it’s a good place to visit if you like the sea and the islands. Of course, the food is just as good in Krabi as anywhere in Thailand.

As a Muslim, I felt more at home and a lot safer in Krabi than anywhere else in this troubled region. Krabi is about 30 per cent Muslim, and this section of the population is quite noticeable in town. Many eating establishments are run or managed by Muslims (they don’t speak Malay, though, as they do in Pattani and Yala). I was told that there was no need to worry about security in Krabi. Everyone here had work to do, they said.

The most heartening thing a golfer in Thailand can experience is the warm welcome one receives when arriving on the course. Everyone from the starter to the caddie master and the many girls who want to caddy for you are all excited about how they can help to make sure you enjoy your game. It was no different in Krabi: I was surrounded by so many caddies that I had to take two with me—if I didn’t they might have thought that I was somehow dissatisfied, and I simply wasn’t going to disappoint them like that. The caddies could speak a smattering of English, which told me that they had at least a bit of experience with golfing tourists.

The course layout was fantastic. It was an old-fashioned design with some par fours running more than 450 yards long. I remembered only the Seremban Golf Club having such long par fours, though I might have been mistaken. The fairways were well-trimmed and good cow grass covered everything in lush green. I wondered why the new modern courses in Malaysia prefer hybrid grass or Bermuda when a decent cow grass is just as good (if not better) as far as maintenance goes. The greens at Krabi were turfed with the Serangoon variety, much like our courses in Malaysia.

I had a fine day playing and a full day of rest the day after, as the nearest golf course was some 35 kilometres away—too far for my tired legs to travel. I thought it would be better to spend some time talking to the locals. Many small coffee shops were open for breakfast and there was a kind of nasi campur on sale by women wearing tudung. Obviously these must be the Muslim shops, I thought.

Many of the vendors couldn’t respond to my general questions as they didn’t know English, but I did manage to collar a young man in his 30s after I prodded him a bit. He assured me that many local Muslims were not in favour of fighting against the Thai Government—but they did need more financial help and support in religious education.

“Some of the troublemakers are in the army,” he said. “They keep provoking the young Muslims in the South.” Well, he didn’t seem clear about history. The Malays of the Pattani province, once the cradle of the Malay kingdom, do have a legitimate claim to autonomy and it’s not a question of religious rebellion but territorial sovereignty. The region’s annexation by Thailand—with the collusion of the British—was a travesty. In the 1300s Pattani was a major trading centre with palaces, sultans, diplomatic relations and traditions when Melaka was still nothing. Giving the province away to the Thais was an act of betrayal by the British, so I do understand the grievances of the separatists although I object to their methods. They should work to strengthen their economy so that their people can recover their past greatness. This is a better path to autonomy than shooting and killing, which brings nothing but death and hatred.

But in return for his candour, I told him my thoughts: Southern Thai Muslims must know what they want and they must have a common leader. Otherwise, it’s difficult for the Thai Government to talk to them. It was common knowledge that the rebellion in the South had no known leadership or group, just random gangs blowing up Buddhist temples and killing policemen. Usually, no one would claim responsibility or even tell the public what it is they wanted.

It seems to me that articulating what they want is the most common problem for Muslims everywhere.

In Malaysia, there are many young Muslims who want the Government to implement Islamic law, but when we ask them what the details of this grand plan are it’s clear that they don’t have a clue.

They tend not to think beyond the superficial. Consider the protests in Kuala Lumpur in September 2012: separate political groups comprising young leaders from PAS and UMNO held massive demonstrations in town against a film (made by some nutcase in California) which they claimed insulted Islam.

The PAS group protested outside the United States Embassy, and I thought: the US Government didn’t make the film—in fact, senior US officials came out immediately to condemn it. So why demonstrate against the US Government or even the US as a whole, which is what one does when one goes in force to their Embassy?

In fact, there were Muslim protests all over the world because of this affair, and one ended in tragedy. The US Ambassador to Egypt, Chris Stevens, was killed with three of his staff at the US Consulate in Benghazi, Libya—though it is still unclear who the real perpetrator was as there were other forces at work that day.

It doesn’t help that Muslims around the world are quick to get angry over some perceived insult or provocation and then resort to violence to vent their rage. This has to change, just as Southern Thai Muslims must change if they are to find solutions to their problems. Not every Thai politician, policeman, soldier, schoolteacher, or Buddhist monk is an enemy. Killing people at random achieves nothing but death, tragedy and hate.

Muslims must identify who their true “enemies” are. The enemies of the Shias, for example, are the Sunnis and vice versa. What they all forget is that they are all Muslims. If Muslims maintain the idea that anyone who is unlike them is an enemy, or if they keep believing in conspiracy theories that have no foundation in hard fact, all they will do is whip themselves into a rage and put real solutions to real problems even further beyond their reach.

The US is our trading partner and, if not an outright ally, then at least friendly. I think we should protest all we want but we should also be circumspect enough to know whom we’re really protesting against.

We must understand how Americans govern themselves. The freedom of speech, as I said, is very important to them. In 1969, for example, the Supreme Court ruled that even the Ku Klux Klan had rights to speech that should be protected. One has to speak out against them, the judges said, but to silence them is to set a dangerous precedent.

So, holding the US Government or the American people as a whole responsible for the actions of one silly fellow is the same as holding all Malaysians responsible for the murders committed by Noordin Mohd Top, the terrorist bomber.

In any case, I think we all looked rather silly because we got all worked up and angry on Friday afternoon outside the Embassy, then went back to being our happy laid-back selves the very next day. And as I write this, just a month after the protest, I note that the original issue is all but forgotten by most Malaysians.

Besides, the US Government has helped Muslims all over the world. In Sudan, Bosnia and Afghanistan, thousands more would have perished had it not been for US military intervention. The Arab-Israeli conflict is complex and rooted in issues of land and sovereignty, but the US and individual Americans have aided the Palestinians just as many have sided with the State of Israel.

We don’t see it that way, do we? We just think of America as the “Great Satan” because doing so is an easy way of painting the world in terms of moral extremes.

I believe that the world’s angry Muslims will be better off in dialogue with America. Only then will the mass of Americans start to see Muslims for who they truly are—ordinary human beings like everyone else. Siding with extremists in Saudi Arabia, Iran, or the Taliban does nothing but confirm and perpetuate hostile stereotypes. It ignores the real enemies of Islam and humanity: poverty, extremism and backwardness of thought. It is ironic that these extremists suffer from exactly these problems.

Leaving Krabi I thought it doubtful that I would return, unless they built a new course. Nevertheless, it was a most interesting visit and I do hope that there will be lasting peace in Southern Thailand.
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OF KING’S AND KINGS

Seremban, Negeri Sembilan, September 2012

I like the Seremban International Golf Club although I have played there only once, with my friend Nellan. Located in the middle of the bustling town, it provides some respite and fresh air to the local community. Seremban suffers from one of the worst cases of traffic congestion in the country and, as far as I know, there are still no plans for a new public transport system. Investment in public transport isn’t popular in a country that loves cars, national or otherwise.

The first hole was on an elevated tee where we had to drive accurately down the fairway (but preferably to the right so the second shot had a better chance of reaching the green). The par-three second hole was a good one too, since we had to hit a reasonably long and accurate 185 yards to the green, or get it into the water. Only the ninth hole was miserable since we had to hit through a blind shot to get to the green on top of the hill. This will be tough for most golfers who have trouble with the steep climb, as they’ll still have to spend a considerable time looking for the ball.

There was a bit of a ritual involved in getting into this Club: I had to write in a guestbook, which I thought was unnecessary seeing as my reciprocal card from Royal Selangor Golf Club should have sufficed, but these were their rules, and some clubs adhere to traditions and rituals more closely than others. Here’s another odd thing: breakfast was not available until 8am, which was strange, considering the fact that many golfers like to start the day early.

That said, the condition of the fairways impressed me. I do sometimes wonder why Malaysian golf clubs can’t maintain their courses properly—and cow grass fairways are always cheaper to manage than the fancy types that are popular elsewhere. Besides, cow grass makes our courses unique, giving our establishments a special character. I don’t see why we need to emulate the new-generation of golf courses with American-style hybrid grass.

The Club looked quite busy that morning and the crowd was already queuing in the tee boxes, although (I was told) this was unusual for a Friday. Nellan had been a golf instructor there 25 years earlier but he still had friends around. Some of them came up to us for a chat and to tell us about the latest happenings.

I sensed that the glory days of the Club would soon be over unless the Committee came up with some new initiatives to keep things going. Still, the important thing wasn’t how many big commercial events they could host but how well-served members and the public were when patronising the Club.

I knew of some clubs in Kuala Lumpur that spent lots of money organising big golf tournaments that generated a lot of publicity. The members, however, tended to prefer more scaled-down approaches to activities and didn’t always approve of grand extravaganzas, but there was little they could have done. We played a good game that day but I thought that the Seremban International Golf Club would have a lot of tough decisions to make.

Now, a good game must be followed by a great meal. This is my ritual and I have observed it diligently ever since I first started playing. If I’m in the vicinity of Klang, then steamed white pomfret and an oyster omelette in Klang town is a must. If in Seremban, then it has to be the famous King’s Beef Noodles in Jalan Dr Krishnan. King’s Beef Noodles is special to me because I like the homemade noodles and the excellent beef. This family of noodle-makers started their business many years ago at the Seremban wet market and flourished enough to move into a shop lot.

This time around we had difficulty reaching the town centre because there were lots of preparations going on to welcome the Prime Minister and his wife for an upcoming visit. The whole town was full of blue Barisan Nasional flags and posters of Dato’ Sri Najib Razak and Datin Paduka Seri Rosmah Mansor. I think it’s rather unusual that, in a monarchy like ours, the Prime Minister and his wife should be treated like a reigning king and queen, but in Malaysia anything is possible if you have money and power.

Even as I write this, there is another example in the Press. The Chief Minister of a peninsular state has just had a grand wedding for his son, and the newspapers said that more than 120,000 people attended the festivities. This surely beats some of the grand receptions held by film-star Chief Ministers of Tamil Nadu and other Indian provinces. Indians take their film stars very seriously, especially if they go on to political careers, but apparently they can’t hold a candle to this Chief Minister of ours. Now, I am quite sure the Chief Minister is a popular fellow, what with all these wedding guests, but where did he get the money to pay for all of it?

I suppose one answer could be that since he was the Chief Minister, then everything he did could be deemed to be for a public purpose (i.e. taxpayers would foot the bill). If there is one thing I hope for in a new government, it is this: elected officials must be able to separate government, personal and party expenses. Above all, they must recognise that the latter two cannot be paid for with taxes.

I hope that if and when a new Government comes to power, its leader Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim will have the strength to stop the practice of using public funds for private or party purposes. It is crucial to our democracy that everyone recognises the principle of total accountability when public funds are involved. If the present Prime Minister retains the Government, he too must stand up to uphold public accountability if his plans to transform the country’s economy and administration are to succeed. He must know that corruption and wheeling and dealing within party circles will only push us far behind other countries.

Also, we need to reinstate local government elections. At the very least, this will reduce corruption and increase participatory democracy. More importantly, elected local councils will have to think seriously about the welfare of their local communities before embarking on any project. Although PAS doesn’t seem very keen on local government elections, others in the Pakatan Rakyat must push for them.
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KEEPING CLEAR WATER

Alor Gajah, Perak, January 2012

“If there is one thing I learned during my years as a professional it is that the only thing constant about golf is the inconstancy.” ~ Jack Nicklaus

There is no doubt that the most heart-wrenching experience you can have playing golf is realising that the swing you thought was working well yesterday is completely undone today, for reasons you can’t explain. What’s gone wrong? Every golfer wants to know if there is a method or process by which he or she can adopt and even master the swing, so that what is good today will continue to be good tomorrow. We are all looking for this consistency, this reliable way to play the game. Some professionals have told me how important it is to have a set routine before you strike the ball. They refer to players like Jason Dufner and Sergio Garcia, both of whom do have a visibly set routine that we can emulate. Dufner swings his clubs loose about five times before he strikes, while Garcia seems happy to adjust his grip before he unleashes the trigger. I will not recommend any set routine for you, except to say it’s a good idea to have one.

In any case, our morning game was a wash-out and we had to wait almost two hours before we could continue at the Clearwater Sanctuary Golf Resort, which is one of my favourite golf courses in Malaysia. After the rain, the air was fresh and a lot cooler. We enjoyed the walk although the golf itself was average. The 10th hole is the one I like. Here, you must play good shots just to keep the ball from the lake. In the stadium-shaped fairway, it’s very easy for the ball to roll down left to an ignominious and watery end.

I found myself wondering yet again how long golf courses like this would continue to operate, for it would be a terrible shame if the owners were to convert it into some kind of property development project. Malaysian authorities everywhere should reject such plans and keep golf courses as golf courses.

As I looked out at the beauty of the Clearwater Sanctuary, I thought that we should demand new local bylaws to ensure that land granted for golf courses can’t be subsequently repurposed. Councillors and communities must work together to protect these sites for the sake of the future because no one else is going to do it.

After the game, we drove to Tanjung Tualang. I recommend that all golfers who come to Clearwater Sanctuary make a trip to this riverside town because the freshwater prawns are heavenly. In fact, the food here is generally excellent and it takes only 30 minutes to get here by car from the golf course—plus you get a wonderful view of rural Perak along the way.

I don’t think this part of the state will remain rural for long, as the madness for development has cast its shadow over here too. We are rushing headlong towards “developed-nation status” without much thought for our heritage, environment and what will remain of the cultural diversity we were once so proud of.

I have played golf in Kedah only a few times over the years, the latest being in Langkawi. Some of the courses which were sprightly and well-kept in the early years now show signs of fatigue and poor maintenance. I don’t know if this is because the Kedah Executive Councillors do not play as much golf as before. The Royal Kedah, for example, certainly needs a new design, if only to prevent the monsoon rains from destroying the fairways. This is an old, flat course that has historical value so it should be maintained properly. The Cinta Sayang course in Sungai Petani used to be much talked about many years ago and I remember having a good game there. It was not too testing for average players. However, there have lately been complaints of poor green maintenance. The disease plaguing Pahang is now spreading to other places.

Golf owners and administrators, including the Association dedicated to bringing golfing tourists to Malaysia, need to sit down together in a hurry. They need to grade the courses with some seriousness so that the public and visitors know what they are paying for when they come to play. Reputation holds for nothing. I have seen “good name” courses deteriorating to a poor condition and some unheard-of courses playing well. Some people say Kedah has 12 first-class courses, but I am hard-pressed to name them. We need to be more transparent and professional in the way we grade these courses, just as we do for our hotels.

Let’s not be parochial or overly concerned with what our brothers in some states think of our grading system. Tourists don’t have the luxury of time to go by trial and error and sample the many courses in the country like we sample hawker food. They have a week or so and some want to play at the best places. This is easy to do if they are in Kuala Lumpur, Melaka, Johor Bharu or Sabah. It becomes more problematic if they are in the East Coast or even Kedah and Perak. This is where the grading system can help them. Some may be happy with a 3-star course as they are not disposed to paying RM300 in the Klang Valley for a game. We need to keep the 3-star courses in good shape, as there are golfers who prefer to play in these modest places as opposed to the glitzy ones.

Let’s not forget competition folks. Every ASEAN country, even Brunei, is going great guns to attract the best designers to build their golf courses. Potential tourism revenue is huge and governments are focusing on making attractive golf destinations to rope in the tourists. As I have said elsewhere in this book, we already have many golf courses—we just need to rebuild some of them, improve maintenance and provide sufficient funding to the clubs that need help. Golfers and the rakyat have to be more critical of the Government if we want the sport to get a new lease on life.

People have to learn the meaning of responsible citizenship from western democracies if they want to get the maximum benefit out of our system of government. If we are prepared to change governments often, we’ll keep all the politicians on their toes. What we have now are a bunch of parliamentarians who are utterly complacent because they have never been seriously challenged by the rakyat. We should rock the boat and see who falls out.

“People power” must mean that we know how to use our votes intelligently. Who cares about accusations that we are “ungrateful”? Those are just the babblings of politicians, and it is they who are ungrateful for they have forgotten that it is an honour to serve the public. Even in our own twisted view of things, politicians should show a bit more gratitude to us for giving them the opportunity to rob us blind.

Brooding over my lovely lunch at Tanjung Tualang, I thought that the freshwater prawn industry along the Perak River would continue to grow as long as the water remained clean. But with so many industries sprouting up in the state, the environment can only be protected by vigilant enforcement agencies. Do we have such agencies? No.

Everywhere I go the complaints are the same: polluters get away with a warning or a small fine. They flaunt the law with utter impunity. There is no deterrence. There is certainly no urgency in the manner in which our environmental agencies do their work.

The only saving grace is that Malaysians generally are more concerned about the environment today than they were 10 years ago. The courageous folk who protested against the Lynas plant were ordinary Malaysians who feared that pollution from the plant’s waste was deadly. I think it admirable that many of the protesters (perhaps even most of them) didn’t live in the immediate environment of the plant. They came from all over Malaysia and joined the protest out of principle.

Here, I believe that some Pakatan states have played a role in building environmental awareness through simple local policies like restricting the use of plastic shopping bags on Saturdays and (more recently in Penang) banning the use of styrofoam containers. This is a coming-of-age for environmental consciousness in our country and I salute all the Malaysians who have made this happen.

However, Kelantan has been a disappointment in this regard. Over-farming and logging and extensive oil palm cultivation continues to rage through the state. It is surprising that an Islamic government would care so little for the environment.

The current environmental disaster in Cameron Highlands is a lesson for all to see. The vegetable farmers applied to convert more land for cultivation but the Government refused them. So they have had no choice but to continue destroying forests and clearing jungles to plant more vegetables. The outcome has been an ecological disaster. What we need is constant interaction between people and administrators. The environment can be protected only if there is sufficient cooperation between land users and land administrators.

There is one downside to playing golf in Perak, and it is the drive home. The coastal road is just too windy and the traffic is heavy. The North-South Expressway is the most convenient route but it will cost you an arm and a leg in toll charges.

How different it was when I drove from the south of England to the northern tip of Scotland. There was not a single tolled highway over the 1,000-plus kilometre route. That’s life in a developed society.
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PERFECT CHERRY BLOSSOMS

Home, Petaling Jaya, September 2012

I would have liked to have made the trip to Medinah, just outside Chicago, to watch the 2012 Ryder Cup but this was wishful thinking. Firstly, my doctor didn’t want me to travel long distances alone. On top of that, I was unable to persuade anyone to accompany me. So, no Medinah for me.

And I missed a great game: as with all sports, golf needs to be experienced “live” for one to enjoy its full impact, which even a high-definition TV screen cannot capture. Europe did the impossible by coming back from so far behind, beating the star-studded US team to retain the Ryder Cup. The European players attributed their miraculous recovery to the inspiration and memory of Seve Ballesteros, the legendary Spanish player who brought glory to European golf. Seve died the previous year from a brain tumour.

The colours of autumn made the Medinah Country Club exquisitely beautiful. That’s one thing we don’t have here in the tropics: the colours of flora that change with the seasons. We have lots of green though. Perpetual green. Endless swathes of it. I think we could do with a bit more variety in the flowers and shrubs we plant to border golfing greens and line fairways.

Is there some governing authority that handles this? Some Worshipful Company of Golf Course Aestheticians who can persuade affiliated Clubs to beautify their courses so we can attract more players to the game?

I was told that in Malaysia we have some 200 golf Clubs altogether. If you Google it, you’ll see this number being bandied about but for the life of me I don’t know where all these Clubs are. We have 14 states in the Federation. To reach the total of 200 we need an average of 15 per state. Some of these are nine-hole Clubs that we shouldn’t count in the total. They are also of varying quality and standard. I’ve travelled a fair bit and I’ve noticed that there is a lot more passion and earnestness in other countries as far as the maintenance of golf courses goes. Of course there are some great courses in the Klang Valley and in Johor but overall the quality of our courses still falls short compared to established courses in other countries. As I said before, in Malaysia, first-class treatment, whether in sport or otherwise, is available only to those with money.

The real test of our commitment to the game is how much we care about the smaller Clubs, the lesser-known courses, and how we maintain them to acceptable standards. How well we keep our bunkers and tee boxes indicates our attitude towards improving the course as a whole. We should start by ensuring the overall cleanliness of our courses, which shouldn’t cost too much money; but then again, it’s the right attitude that’s missing.

I still remember the wonderful experience of playing at the Biwako Country Club in Shiga Prefecture near Osaka, Japan. I was fortunate some years ago to be able to join one of the annual trips there organised by members of the Royal Selangor Golf Club. We went when the sakura—the cherry blossoms— were blooming around the course and it was truly beautiful.

It was not just the colourful sakura that fascinated me. It was the Japanese attitude as well. The Japanese pay a lot of attention to detail: even the smallest things don’t escape their notice and care. One of the Malaysian golfers in our group accidentally tore his golf shoe while playing. The caddie set off immediately to get a replacement. By the time we finished the game and returned to the Clubhouse, the torn shoe had been mended and returned to him in a nice box, like a present.

Suliana was also fortunate to experience Japanese hospitality during the trip. The rain had rendered her golfing clothes soaking wet but they were so kind as to dry them while we had lunch. Perfection in every small thing matters a great deal to the Japanese. This is why they are so successful at huge enterprises.

They have the right attitude. We don’t. We’re fixated by the biggest, largest and shiniest thing—even if there is nothing inside except old newspapers. We worship those who flaunt their wealth because we think that success has to be paraded for all to see. We become blithering idiots in the presence of titled folk. We are overwhelmed by the idea of being listed in some great registry, whether the Guinness Book or the Nobel roll, even if we haven’t a snowball’s chance in hell.

We have a deep-seated insecurity that can be appeased only in some ostentatious display for all to see. And if we listen to our leaders, both political and religious, they will seem to have the answer to every problem under the sun. Unlike the Japanese, we talk and give advice all the time but never practise what we preach. Small wonder then that this “advice” is never taken seriously. The Japanese on the other hand practise the right values because it’s in the practice that they experience the wonders of good conduct and right living.

There is no need for this kind of talk in Japan. They just do it.

I would like very much to return there. Besides savouring the wonderful Japanese hospitality and food, I wish to play golf in the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I would like to pay tribute to the memory of so many innocent people killed and maimed by the atomic bombs of 1945.

Humanity hasn’t learnt its lesson and today the story is the same. So many innocent people die in Syria, Sudan, Afghanistan and so many other places. People die because political leaders don’t care enough. As I write this, the leaders of Japan and China are going at each other’s throats over some uninhabited rocks in the South China Sea. I know they’ve been doing this kind of thing for years and it’s almost theatrical, but imagine the good we could do if we simply stopped being so combative all the time.

Besides, one day we might get leaders who are simply deranged. With such a belligerent attitude in foreign policy, it’s not inconceivable that a silly dispute over rocks will get out of control and result in war and more pointless death. When will we ever learn?

Maybe Japanese political leaders should start the ball rolling by insisting that any territorial negotiations with the Chinese should start with a game of golf. This will help cool things down a bit so talks can at least be civilised. If it works, we shall make golf compulsory in all East Asian diplomacy.

That would be nice, but it’s not all in jest. One of the reasons why Malaysian and Singaporean relations improved after Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad retired was because his successors, Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi and Dato’ Sri Najib Razak, played golf with their Singaporean counterparts. It is important for the Malaysian Prime Minister to be able to communicate with ASEAN leaders on a personal level, and golf is a wonderful game to cement such relationships.

There are exceptions, of course, so perhaps Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim will still be able to maintain good relations with Singapore despite not being a golfer (no one is perfect), but I think he will still be viewed with more suspicion than Najib. Anwar has to find ways to endear himself to Singaporean leaders, who have mistrusted him since his firebrand Malay-Islamist days in the 1990s.

I have told them that Anwar has mellowed. If he is reading this, I say: it’s never too late to golf!
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SAUJANA VS SPRING CITY

Home, Petaling Jaya, 2010

As I said in the introduction to this book, I started playing golf because wise men told me that it was the best way to get “connected” to the right people. I was a young lawyer with a small firm at the time, so of course I was desperate for contacts. Alas, I didn’t meet any of the people I thought would be useful for business. Instead, I fell in love with this beautiful game. Life’s like that. You look for something, don’t find it, and find something else that is utterly wonderful and life-changing.

I read somewhere that the Scots started playing this game (they called it gowf) around the year 1000. Apparently, mediaeval shepherds in the Kingdom of Fife used their crooks to knock stones into rabbit-holes. There was probably not a lot else to do as a mediaeval Scottish shepherd. Anyway, they later developed a kind of wooden ball, which they would whack around the links (i.e. coastal wastelands where no trees or crops grew).

The Dutch will definitely disagree with this story. They believe that they started golf by knocking a ball around on ice. Maybe, maybe not: the origins of golf are lost to history. There’s even a story that the Chinese started it, but it strikes me that using a stick to hit a ball into a hole is something anyone might discover. In any case it was the Scots who developed modern golf when they started digging proper holes, which is what we do today.

King James II of Scotland thought it was ridiculous and ordered everyone to stop playing it. This was especially important because the English were invading at the time. No one paid much attention to his order and the Scots kept their independence for a while yet. His grandson James IV said that the game required no strength or skill. He was in for a surprise. One day he tried playing it and got hooked, becoming what was probably the first Royal golfer.

The game became even more popular when Mary, Queen of Scots, took it up. She had grown up in France and may have been the first to use the word cadet (later “caddie” as we know it) to describe the boy who lugged around the golf clubs.

I am lucky that my wife and two of my children like playing the game. We used to go to different places for our golfing holidays, at least before the boys got married. The Spring City Golf and Lake Resort in Kunming, China and the courses in Bali and Hawaii are some of our favourites. Locally, we play at the Saujana Golf and Country Club, the Royal Selangor Golf Club and sometimes at Tropicana, Petaling Jaya. We would like to play at the Kuala Lumpur Golf and Country Club but we’re not members and it’s rather expensive.

The Saujana is probably the most challenging course for the majority of Malaysian golfers, especially high handicappers like me. I don’t particularly like the Palm Course because you feel like you’re playing in an oil palm estate. I know it’s rated highly by golf aficionados but I’m not sure what criteria they use.

All I know is that if I want to see palm trees, I’ll visit an estate, not a golf course. I wish the wealthy owners of the club would consider replanting the palm trees with tembusu, angsana, kapok, giant red cedar bamboo or some other tropical rainforest variety so the Club can have a distinct charm the way the Augusta National, for example, has with its magnolias and azaleas. Top courses should have features that make them distinct, but I concede that the Bunga Raya course is fantastic. That said, there’s no harm in having two fantastic 18s, is there? And the people at the Club are most helpful. Playing there is hassle-free and fun.

The redevelopment of the Bunga Raya Course has been a great success although work on some areas is still in progress. After some 25 years the owners have done the right thing to invest in a new design that is better than the more famous Palm Course. The Palm Course itself now requires urgent treatment as the greens are in terrible shape. The increasing number of foreign golfers, especially the Japanese (who always demand the best in golf courses), has made it necessary for local Clubs to continue to improve themselves. Malaysia has a fight on its hands and needs to do much more to make our country a real golfing destination in Asia.

I last played there recently with a retired policeman. He was quite a senior officer, though I can’t recall the rank he held before retirement. He spoke with some concern about the state of the police but, being a true professional, he was reluctant to divulge much (I was still a politician then, too).

He did let out his frustrations at the lack of funding for new recruits, cadets and proper training instructors. The money they got from the Treasury was dedicated to hardware and equipment, not to human investment. This seems to be a common phenomenon in most Ministries. I suppose it’s wise to spend more on machinery and gadgets because you can force the vendors to give you kickbacks. You can’t do that with people.

My policeman friend knew that there is an urgent need to train officers in the meaning of integrity and accountability. I told him my misgivings. I didn’t think the police would be able to cope with such a task when the kind of corruption that goes on at the very apex of the Government beggared belief. The teachers at the police training academy would have been hard-pressed to explain even to themselves the meaning of integrity and accountability.

Coming back to golf, I must say that my favourite golf destination is still Sabah. In my younger days I spent many days in the heartland and the coastline of Sabah, not just for golf but to experience what this beautiful country could offer. My friend Dato D would accompany me to some of these places, but now he is a judge so he can’t be publicly too friendly with an ex-politician. I hope he has had enough of life in high places and will join me in the next river cruise in Kinabatangan.

When it comes to having a variety of people, food, cultures and golf courses, Sabah has no equal. It’s almost impossible to say with certainty what the state’s most attractive features are. The golf courses are great, and I have played at Dalit, Karambunai, Kundasang and the famous Borneo Golf and Country Club.

The Borneo course is particularly attractive because it has the old-world look and feel about it. It’s also very challenging, and in many ways is typical of a Nicklaus course where you find all kinds of wastelands, bunkers and water hazards. This is one of the best. I used to play a lot at Sutera Harbour but I find it less interesting now. There are just too many golfers crisscrossing the fairways, and one has to be careful of some wayward shots. Even the greens are less impressive than some of the newer courses in Sabah.

Sabah, of course, also has the rainforest and world-renowned national parks, and if you like diving and the sea, it has everything on offer. My special fondness is for Sabah food. It’s the crabs, fish noodles, roti kahwin and traditional delicacies that you simply cannot resist.

My last thought on this favourite place of mine is this: after these elections and having gone through the ordeal of election issues, the people of Sabah, regardless of ethnicity and religion (and there are many such groups here) need to start being as they used to be. They must put politics aside and cast away the fear and suspicion they have of each other. They must live and let live, as their forefathers used to do. In those days you could find the Kadazans marrying the Suluks, the Bajaus marrying the Muruts and the Malays marrying the Dusun. Diversity was their trademark. Religion was not a hindrance to harmony and living together. They have to show other Malaysians how a communal and multi-religious society can coexist in harmony. Sabah can unveil a new chapter by showing what it’s like to live as a Malaysian.
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GOLF, FOOD AND PHILOSOPHY IN MEDAN

Royal Sumatra, Medan, July 2012

“I play with friends, but we don’t play friendly games.” ~ Ben Hogan

Dr F is an old friend who has enough money to travel the world to play golf and to drink the best Burgundy. One day, I decided to join him on one of his trips abroad. Medan was our destination.

I have a soft spot for Indonesia and its people. The Malay in me yearns to identify with this larger group, and I truly appreciate the elegant sarong kebaya, selendang and sanggul that adorn the women of Indonesia. I feel a deep affinity with Indonesian food and music, and these things make one’s golf trip there very exciting.

Indonesians, regardless of educational background, are very articulate. They are also very polite and the diversity of their culture and lifestyle makes them an interesting lot to talk to. Some Malaysians warn me that they can be merciless in business, but I have no dealings of that kind with them and so I have always ignored the warning.

In Indonesia you will of course see a great deal of poverty but there is also a growing optimism that things are changing for the better. Economic improvements are taking place all over the archipelago, and I understand that more foreign investors see Indonesia as the next economic giant of Asia.

I also have a personal reason for my fondness for Indonesia and her people. There are two loyal Indonesian domestic helpers who have been with my family for more than 20 years. They have stayed away from home for so long just to earn themselves and their cherished families a decent living by helping to make our family here in Malaysia more comfortable. I don’t think the wages we pay them can ever be sufficient recompense for their kindness and the sacrifices they have made, even though I believe we have been generous to them all these years.

Getting into Medan, the super-efficient Mr Rais (who is also president of the Eagles Team) arranged for quick clearance for us at Customs and Immigration and we were swiftly on our way to the golf course. This is one aspect of living in Indonesia that you simply have to accept, even if it makes you uncomfortable: almost everything can be “expedited” or “facilitated” with a small “tip”.

We stopped for lunch at Jalan Jemaldi and it was a wonderful experience. It wasn’t the usual run-of-the-mill nasi padang joint. Here was local home-cooked food full of delicious gulai kambing and gulai ikan, with the best sambal I have ever tasted. The supply of healthy vegetables, jering, and petai made for a lunch that was truly memorable. I complimented the woman who owned the restaurant and she just smiled. She’d been receiving these compliments for the past 35 years.

The course at Royal Sumatra Golf and Country Club was well-designed, matured and in excellent condition. The only ugly things were some of the big houses along the course—but that’s hardly the Club’s fault. My only complaint had to do with the 18th hole, where even a lay up is risky as there are water hazards all over the place. You have to be extremely lucky not to lose a ball on this hole.

The trip gave me the opportunity to play in the company of friends, old and new. Golf is a game where one is expected to play according to the handicap issued by the Clubs and it can be very irksome when you come up against golfers who are obviously playing better than their stipulated handicaps. When someone plays five or six under, you know something is amiss.

However, when you play among friends for a small wager, the issue of playing under a false handicap doesn’t matter very much. Golf is supposed to be a game of honour and integrity. Even in a casual match a true golfer will never take advantage of another by violating the letter and spirit of the rules of the game.

This kind of thing is easy to observe in friendly games but when betting is big, misleading handicaps can be a big spoiler. I’ve heard about and seen some senseless arguments on the course over handicaps and non-compliance with the rules, especially when sizable stakes are involved. I suggest that friends should keep their wagers nominal or we’ll end up losing more than just money.

I also think that Clubs should insist that golfers submit their cards before playing on their courses, failing which they shouldn’t be allowed to play. Only when we show our cards regularly will the Clubs be able to assign a correct handicap. Clubs should also reject scores exceeding three above par when computing handicaps, as otherwise players can “massage” their figures by throwing a hole just to show a high total and retain a higher handicap (which becomes useful in the next competition).

Admittedly, no amount of rules and regulations can replace personal honour and integrity. This is as true in golf as in politics.

I didn’t play well at all in Medan although I picked up a bit on the last day. The younger players in the group really showed excellent skills and prowess, but we also had some senior golfers who still had a trick or two up their sleeves. I was told that I needed more experience in match play, that is, when golfers pit themselves against one another hole by hole.

When you play in a competition like that the pressure is more intense and real. This can be exciting, but I still enjoy my golf in less stressful settings. I like playing the way that I have been doing for 30 years, which is to play alone and walk the course, smell the flowers, watch the sunset and keep hoping that there is another swing that will be better than the last one.
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A BIT OF OUR BRITISH LEGACY

Port Dickson, Negeri Sembilan, October 2012

Dr Rosli and Nellan agreed to join me for a round of golf in Port Dickson, Negeri Sembilan. The drive would take us one-and-a-half hours but our destination would be worth it. Port Dickson is a small picturesque golf course that is a remnant of the British Empire in Malaysia.

The British left us many wonderful things at the end of the imperial era. There are UMNO-type historians who will vehemently deny this, and some even claim that we were never a British colony. Or rather, only the Straits Settlements of Singapore, Melaka and Penang were.

Be that as it may, I believe the older version of history and not the revised one: when the British Residents and Advisers told our Rulers how the states were to be managed, that was colonisation regardless of terminology.

I, like many of the older generation of Malaysians, look fondly upon the days of British Malaya. Not only were there good laws, good education, and a good Civil Service, there were also many golf courses.

Local councils and municipalities took it upon themselves to provide recreational and sports facilities for the community, so you could find golf courses even in the smaller towns. These courses didn’t have fancy Clubhouses like the ones that now populate our major cities, but they had enough amenities to make their members comfortable.

Even the Subang Golf Club was established as part of a plan to make golf more accessible to the public. The original idea was to let it be a private members’ club with a fair number of civil servants in the membership, but nine holes would be open to the public.

The public part of the plan was never carried out, and now it looks as if the Government will turn the whole thing into a property development “megaproject”. With this kind of mentality, God only knows what is in store for the future of the country, never mind golf courses.

It’s high time we reinstituted local government elections. Elected community leaders should have a say as to what kind of development is needed where they serve. Because they are accountable to the public, they will have to take public views into consideration when deciding what to do. It’s a simple and effective idea.

This is part of the British legacy that we must revive and reestablish. It is the only way to preserve the power of the citizen. And for those of us who have benefited from the British system, I urge you to be grateful to the British. Send your children to British schools and universities, if you can. We Malays must learn to be grateful, mustn’t we?

Well, gratitude is a good thing. We should appreciate the good things people do for us. But somehow this idea never ceases to be confused with the feudal notion of obligation that some in our society like to propagate. These chaps believe that gratitude means subservience at all times to our great masters who have deigned to help us. If we were to disagree with them for whatever reason, then we would be traitorous and ungrateful.

This bizarre view has gained currency because of the prevailing political climate that has in turn been caused by our primitive idea of “entitlement”. We believe that people are entitled to obedience and respect because they have power. So, Malays who show disrespect by turning away from the Barisan Nasional are disobedient and ungrateful—terrible traits in the Malay psyche. Likewise, non-Malays must be grateful for the citizenship oh-so-generously bestowed upon their ancestors (the implication being that if you’re “ungrateful”, we’ll take your citizenship away).

This is not the meaning of gratitude. It is a grotesque distortion on a monumental scale. These feudal lords want to keep us all slaves.

The layout of the Port Dickson Golf Club is impressive and I played some of my best golf there that day thanks to Nellan’s non-stop coaching after every hole. We high handicappers must implant these little lessons in our golfing brain: don’t drop your shoulder, let your club go and don’t let any stiffness creep into your grip.

I find it helpful also to dress well when I’m out on the course. I don’t mean that one has to be fashionable and wear pink and orange or some other radioactive colour. Dress smartly. It’ll improve your mood, and when your mood is good so too is your swing.

I like to remember how Tom Morris taught his son Tommy when the little boy first learnt to play. The pair always did their workout early in the morning when it was freezing cold up at St Andrews. Old Man Morris wanted Tommy to experience the worst part of the day so that his play would only get better as the day grew warmer.

He also asked Tommy to say the magic words “far and sure” before every swing. If there’s any doubt that mere words could inspire confidence in the young boy, one only has to look at the results. The historic partnership between father and son had the whole world of golf buzzing with excitement. They were unbeatable.

I do whisper “far and sure” to myself before every swing. Alas it doesn’t always produce the desired result. It’s not that I have no confidence—what’s missing is the proper application of what I have learnt. Still, golf is a game to be enjoyed regardless of one’s skill. With the right attitude, we can go very far in our quest for enjoyment in this beautiful game.

I’ve devoted some pages here to describing the great achievements of my golfing heroes, but it’s a good practice to learn about their failures too. At the very least we can comfort ourselves with the knowledge that even the best make mistakes.

Who can forget the many times the great Australian Greg Norman fumbled in the last stretch? I would always feel very sorry for him, but then he’d overcome those painful moments to win so many victories later. There’s a mighty lesson in that.

And, as Norman says, there will always be another day to play well.

It’s also fair for me this morning to write something about the new great talent named Rory McIlroy. He too has reached the coveted Number One position and has done so at the very young age of 23. He will be tested as never before: he has decided to change clubs to Nike. For US$200 million (I don’t blame him) he has abandoned the clubs he’s been using for five years, but this change comes with a very high risk. Top players play with the smallest of margins to spare. When they change clubs it will take time for them to adjust, and if this adjustment is lengthy enough the season will be over. Tiger Woods endured three years of hard adjustment when he changed clubs. Let’s hope the super-talented McIlroy will not have hiccups with the new set. Incidentally, I have changed clubs myself but I’ve hardly noticed any difference.
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FAR FROM THE MADDING CROWD

Jakarta, Indonesia, 2010

“Golf is a game of misses. The guy who misses the best is going to win.” ~ Ben Hogan

The Jagorawi Golf and Country Club is my favourite golf course in the Jakarta area, despite the presence of many new establishments (such as the Royal Jakarta) that have attracted lots of praise from golfers in the region. Jagorawi is somewhat isolated in the sense that it’s a decent distance off the main thoroughfares and busy streets of this flat and sprawling city— and therein lies its charm.

You feel as if you’re playing in a valley far from the madding crowd. It’s not as prestigious as Pondok Indah nor does it have the pretty caddies of Bogor Raya, but Jagorawi’s wide fairways and the picturesque villages surrounding the course make it an alluring place to play. It’s a tough course by all accounts, but that doesn’t diminish its appeal in any way.

I was a guest of some Indonesian lawyers and parliamentarians who had asked me over to talk about challenges to the rule of law in Malaysia. As a reward, they took me to Jagorawi for a round of golf. I have always found Indonesian hospitality to be far superior to that of my compatriots in Malaysia where, amongst other things, golf is a hurried game.

At home, after the 18th hole there is only time for lemonade and the settling of scores before everyone hurries off. In Indonesia, schedules are more varied. Meals are more elaborate, drinks come in a far greater variety, and music always seems to accompany players after the game. There is plenty of time to mingle and talk and to get to know one another better.

It was during post-game refreshments that I had the opportunity to talk to Dr Agoes, who had served in Suharto’s Cabinet. He retired from active politics long ago but was still being consulted on economic and policy matters by the Indonesian Government.

Dr Agoes was typical of the many technocrats President Suharto employed. He was well-educated, humble and he understood the principles of managing a developing country. I happen to regard the late Suharto as one of the finest leaders of the developing world. He was certainly autocratic and many described him as ruthless and corrupt, but he was also able to pull Indonesia out of hopeless poverty, turning it into one of the more stable countries in our region.

“Suharto’s legacy is beyond measure,” said Dr Agoes. In his view, Suharto singlehandedly restored the unity of Indonesia at a time when it could have fallen apart after the 1965 uprising. Also, the success of his education system lay the foundations for democratic reform in later years.

This can be difficult to hear if all you know of Suharto is that he was a dictator who brutally suppressed student demonstrations and used his office to enrich his family. But looking back on history, I think Dr Agoes made a fair point that day.

Suharto was a great builder of Indonesia. He wasn’t afraid to engage the best minds to help him with key infrastructure and he was clever enough not to antagonise foreign powers who held the door open to investment at that time. He certainly wasn’t interested in being a “world statesman”, nor did he make provocative remarks just to attract attention. In fact, he seldom (if ever) pretended to be the voice of the Muslim world even though Indonesia was and still is the largest Muslim country in the world.

I am sure that Indonesians will one day remember him for his good deeds, though they will probably not forget the bad ones either. I believe that Suharto’s good outweighed his bad— or that we should at least try to look at the two sides together. Perhaps I am being too charitable but I believe that time and history will eventually give us the circumspection we need.

The only other Indonesian leader I am greatly fond of is the late Abdurrahman Wahid, who was better known by his nickname Gus Dur. Gus Dur was cut from an entirely different cloth from Suharto but he served the nation just as well, despite his short stint as President.

He wasn’t a builder or a great political leader, for he achieved little in either department. What stood out in Gus Dur was his humanity—his ability to make Indonesians see the value of compassion and kindness in the years when the country was in danger of great turmoil because of the political vacuum created by Suharto’s overthrow.

New leaders sometimes have to put out smouldering fires of rage and vengeance. This was what Gus Dur did. He was the leader of the Nahdlatul Ulama, a massive Muslim movement, and it was his guidance that steered Indonesia towards the path of peace.

Gus Dur was not a strong leader like Suharto, and he did not formulate any far-sighted policies to rebuild Indonesia. What he had were the qualities essential to Indonesia’s survival at the time. He had a great human spirit and was capable of providing a kind of sublime comfort that healed the rifts among the many disparate groups in Indonesia. He was there when what Indonesia needed most was not a builder, but a healer.

I hope that we will never need someone like Gus Dur in Malaysia. But perhaps we already do.

Might I have heaped the same praise on Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad as I have on Suharto? Maybe, if he had been less arrogant and presumptuous about people generally, because he did do a lot of good for the country. He was able to push through a national policy of industrialisation when we were still deeply rooted in agriculture and mining, and he was able to put the right infrastructure in place to help the economy grow.

Despite the major criticisms of the Opposition parties, the truth is that Malaysia is a well-developed economy today because of the foundations laid by Dr Mahathir. Where he was an abysmal failure was his inability to overcome the delusion that he was Superman.

To him, anything or anyone who did not share his beliefs was an enemy of the nation and the people. He destroyed the rule of law and the independence of government institutions because he thought they obstructed his high purpose—and only his purpose mattered. He was (and still is) vindictive towards Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim to a degree beyond reason. Of course Anwar was trying to unseat him in 1998, but hasn’t he been punished enough? Anwar has served six years in jail. What’s done is done.

It’s wishful thinking to hope that Dr Mahathir and Anwar will bury the hatchet, even for their own peace of mind. But I think it would be a very sad thing if they should carry this vengeful spite and hatred to their graves.

The drive from Jagorawi to Senayan where I was staying took two hours. When the Governor of Jakarta will find enough money to overhaul Jakarta’s public transport mess is anyone’s guess. This, however, will not deter me from returning to this lively city soon, wife-permitting.

When it comes to playing golf outside of Malaysia, Indonesia will always have a special place in my heart. It’s where I’ve played in more golf courses than anywhere else in the world outside of my home country, and for good reason too: the courses and facilities are invariably well kept, the caddies are knowledgeable and the food is always good. My good friend Anangga and his beautiful wife Tuti also always take the time to introduce me to the refinements of Indonesian life, ensuring that my stay in their beautiful country is nothing short of memorable.
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A WALK IN BANDA ACHEH

Banda Acheh, Indonesia, 2010

Our plan to play golf in Acheh didn’t materialise. I’d heard that there was only one golf course there and that tickled my curiosity. I was told that the course was still intact after the terrible 2004 tsunami, although it was in pretty bad shape. Only nine holes were playable, apparently. That was okay, we thought. It would be interesting to see the place.

But we changed our minds.

It wasn’t because of the weather or the condition of the course. It wasn’t from a lack of time. It was the feeling that, visiting Acheh for the first time after the tsunami, we should be more respectful. It had been only six years since the disaster and there was still a solemnity that came as much from one’s desire to show a little respect as it did from the inhabitants, who were working hard to recover. I felt it wrong to indulge myself in any game there, even golf—the most humble and humbling of games.

I decided that I would play golf in Acheh when it was fully restored to glory. And on that day my game would be my small tribute to those who had lost their lives and to those who had survived.

So we decided to walk around Banda Acheh instead. Talking to people in the streets and visiting the museum dedicated especially to the victims of the tragedy, I felt lucky to be alive. Surely anyone would feel the same even if their lives hadn’t panned out the way they had hoped. The explosions at the bottom of the Indian Ocean on that terrible day in 2004 resulted in more deaths than the eruption of Krakatoa in 1883. An estimated 228,000 people died because of the tsunami, and of these 170,000 were in Indonesia.

Why must Indonesia suffer so much? There are geological reasons, but when one questions matters of faith and fate, then there is no answer. One can only hope and pray that it will be less damaging next time.

Acheh is to Indonesia what Kelantan is to Malaysia. It’s a province full of religious people. Here, there are probably more mosques and madrasahs per capita than anywhere else in the world. Much of the arrival of Islam in the Malay world took place here more than 1,000 years ago, and even today Acheh remains the centre of religious learning in the Nusantara.

This inspired a political movement for an independent Acheh, which fought many bloody civil wars against the Indonesian Government and which ended only with the tsunami. It is a tragedy that it took such a disaster to wake the protagonists of this conflict from their fevered dreams. As I walked the streets of Banda Acheh, I thought that, truly, the folly of humanity knew no limits. It is only when great tragedy strikes that we can see a better way than war, strife and death.

I must admit that the food in Medan had more flavour and variety than what I found in Banda Acheh. The seafood and ikan bakar were good but nothing really tickled the palate. What was inspiring was to see many countries coming together to rebuild the city. The Germans poured a lot of money into a first-rate hospital, the Australians built schools and colleges, the Chinese constructed low-cost houses and new townships, and the Americans helped build new roads and brought in loads of investment.

Malaysia and Brunei gave generously to welfare homes and helped build new mosques to replace those that had been destroyed. This was humanity at its best. To those who believe that people are by nature selfish and greedy, I say: go and visit Acheh.

But, to be honest, I noticed a kind of uneasy political peace going on during my visit. Jakarta had agreed to administrative autonomy for the region, which meant that locals would be in charge of their own affairs, and the ability to legislate on a wide variety of issues would no longer be the sole prerogative of the Government in Jakarta.

But what complicated matters was not the contest between the religious and the secular (as is common in many Muslim countries): it was the power struggle within and among Acheh’s religious groups themselves. Muslim activists were divided between the radical Islamists inclined to the anti-Western stand on almost every issue, and those who took a more pragmatic approach to politics.

The pragmatists wanted to empower Muslims in order to realise their potential in society. They wanted to build skills and progress economically. The radical wing, however, seemed to believe that in order for Muslims to succeed, they had first to destroy every vestige of the West in their midst.

Malaysia today has the same problem. Many Islamists in PAS and UMNO have no clear idea how they will lead Muslims to higher ground. All they have in abundance is an irrational hatred of Jews and a love of marching in protest against America. I think they do this partly because they know that the US will respect their right to protest, and it’s an interesting paradox that some of the world’s worst fanatics flourish only under the protection of the world’s most responsible democracies.

But Muslims all over the world need a more substantial agenda to improve their lot. They need scientists, doctors, bankers and engineers. In short, if they want to stand up on their own two economic feet, they should go and make friends with the Jews. They should embrace modern education. They should favour reason over wild emotion. They should respect the intellect and shun any barbaric desire to burn and destroy.

In this respect Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad was correct in his analysis of what needed to be done. Unfortunately his style of governing alienated him so much that even his good advice, sincere as it was, found rejection at the feet of the very people he was trying to help.

Is Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim the progressive Islamist who can fill the void? He has the right credentials as far as his background and education go. He is well-liked by Islamic scholars and has good connections with Middle Eastern leaders, especially those in Turkey.

It would be fitting for him to lead a Malaysian Muslim renaissance as long as he can keep his emotions in check. By that I mean that Anwar has to be a human being first and an Islamist second.

Sorry for the diversion to politics again. Now, I want to talk about the great contribution television has made to the game of golf. Today, with a dedicated golf channel and high definition to boot, we are treated to the most beautiful live coverage of the game ever. The beautiful courses are now in our living rooms. The slow motion replay of each swing is worth many golf lessons from the best of the professionals. We need only to pay the channel access fees, which are rising but are still a good deal.

One of the most memorable golf events captured on TV was the British Open in 2009. There I was nervously praying for Tom Watson, an “old” man of 59 to get a par on the 18th hole so he could win the Open 32 years after he won the last one. He had a one-shot lead and had a good drive. He needed only to put the ball on the green with the second shot. The weather was good, although the winds were getting stronger in Turnberry, and he pulled an 8-iron and missed the green. Now would he chip in and putt for a par? Inexplicably, he couldn’t and bogeyed the last hole. So history was not made and Tom, the smartest of golf players, had to endure another miss in his illustrious career.

I am sentimental. I like to see the impossible happen even in the game of golf. That’s why Greg Norman will always be one of my favourite players. He had so many second-finishes that golf, in some ways, has been cruel to him. Who can forget the chip that Larry Mize conjured on the last hole to deny Greg the Masters in 1987?

Not that Greg was poorly done by the game—he did win many tournaments and made a lot of money as an astute businessman. But he always lost his way in the Majors, although he won twice at the British Open. I liked his aggressive play and his mastery of hitting a draw ball. A draw ball starts right off target and curves back to it. Greg really was the master of this shot, and the “Great White Shark” nickname fitted him well. He would have won a great deal more had fate been kinder.



32
[image: image]
A GOOD SCORE

Royal Selangor Golf Club, Kuala Lumpur, September 2012

Today I got five pars and a birdie at the Royal Selangor Golf Club (RSGC). This is probably my best score since I started playing 30 years ago. It’s even more memorable because I got it playing with my father-in-law and my friend Mohan, an investment banker.

The RSGC is probably the best golf club in the country. I must confess that we played at the shorter New Course, but it was an achievement for me nonetheless. I will try to remember what I did right so I can repeat it. I suspect that this will involve a long wait but I’m sure no harm can come from being hopeful.

While having a celebratory mee hailam at the terrace, I bumped into Tan Sri Abu, a former Attorney-General and a good golfer. Under our system the A-G’s boss is the Prime Minister. In my view, he had been a good A-G. He would provide the appropriate advice and recommendations for changes to the law whenever necessary.

For example, when he advised the then-Prime Minister Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad to change certain provisions in the Societies Act, it became impossible for the courts to review any internal decision made by a political society. This effectively made party leaders immune to court action and unaccountable for their conduct (or misconduct) under the Act. It should be no wonder that the presidents of Malaysian political parties can stay on forever if they want to. All they need to do is sack their opponents.

In Malaysia the Attorney-General is a most powerful person. He can choose either to charge or not to charge someone and he doesn’t need to provide a reason for his decision either way. During my brief stint in the Cabinet, I tried to impress on the then-Prime Minister to make changes to the Office of the Attorney-General such that his powers would be subject to supervision and his conduct would be more accountable. In short, I tried to make the Office of the Attorney-General more transparent.

Needless to say, I wasn’t successful. The Prime Minister still needed the A-G under his “control” for political reasons. The problem with this relationship is that control works both ways: it’s hard to say when the Prime Minister is in control of the Attorney-General and vice-versa.

Much depends on circumstances: for example, if the A-G were to come into possession of incriminating evidence against the Prime Minister, surely he would have control. But what if the Prime Minister in turn had something incriminating on the A-G? He could dismiss him, but it’s not that easy. A lengthy inquiry would have to be instituted and who knows what else would come out?

So it’s a lot easier for both the A-G and the Prime Minister to adopt the attitude of “I scratch your back, you scratch mine”, or in our parlance: “gua tolong lu, lu tolong gua”. This has to change for the sake of the country.

With lunch done, I had to rush off for my weekly massage. When you are an over-60 golfer it’s highly recommended that you have a regular massage—at least once a week. A golf swing, especially a bad one, can do serious harm to your back muscles and a good Club will provide good masseurs for the benefit of members. Thailand is, of course, unsurpassed in the massage department and it’s a primary attraction for golfers all over the world. Malaysia has a long way to go to match Thailand in hospitality and sports therapy, but it’s an area we can’t ignore.

A good golf Club takes years to mature. It’s not just the fairways, trees and manicured greens that need time, but also the system that operates the Club. The people who administer the rules and facilities and the members themselves need time to adjust and learn to accommodate one another. The potential pitfalls and shortcomings are numerous, and how these problems are dealt with will indicate the success or failure of the Club.

Clubs (whether a members Club or one that operates under a license arrangement) that have been managed well usually have a core group of members who provide useful feedback to the general committee or the management. They are involved in Club’s affairs and are concerned about its wellbeing. They can be vociferous and some would regard them as recalcitrant, but they serve a very useful role. Without constant feedback, the management will not be able to know what ails the Club until it’s too late.

This is where the Royal Selangor Golf Club is unsurpassed. There are many members—some very senior and others still new—who take a keen interest in the Club’s affairs and keep the management well advised on many issues. I am particularly impressed with some of the senior members, who always speak fondly of the olden days when grasshoppers and dragon flies could still be found in large numbers. This shows how much they care about the Club. Today you can no longer find grasshoppers, butterflies or dragonflies on the course as they have perished, probably because of the indiscriminate use of pesticides and fertilisers. Many trees were cut down during the last upgrading—maybe this was unavoidable but in future, we should not be too eager to destroy the trees that takes years to grow just because we need a new look or feel for the Club.

The quality of food at the Club, however, has deteriorated somewhat. Maybe it’s my taste buds but the mee hailam and the chee cheong fan are no longer the same. Still, the camaraderie at the RSGC is great, and this is what helps the Club to stand apart.
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PLAYING WELL WITH OTHERS

Hua Hin, Thailand, 2009

Pete is one of my few good friends. When someone always returns your calls, even under the most trying circumstances, then you can list him or her as a friend. Some people are quite selective about who they have as friends. When you are high up on the social ladder or hold some lofty position, it’s a lot easier to have friends and to be choosy. Not so when you’re just a small-time writer. That’s the way the cookie crumbles.

Anyway, I made my first visit to the Royal Hua Hin Golf Club with Pete and some of his friends. I liked the place so much that I decided to bring my family there a couple of months later. The drive to Hua Hin takes two-and-a-half hours from Bangkok Airport, but I was determined to let my golfing family experience the good food and top-notch golf courses there.

(Well, I admit that I also wanted to shop for some Ecco golf shoes. They are the most comfortable shoes in the world and you can get them at reasonable prices in Thailand. In Malaysia everything costs a lot more.)

The pick of the course at Hua Hin is Black Mountain. Although there were a few holes that I didn’t particularly like, the overall condition of the course and the layout were outstanding. I noticed many foreigners playing there and quite a few had come all the way from the Scandinavian countries. This explained why the menu in the Clubhouse was written in several languages, including Swedish and German.

I was asked by the starter to join an elderly German couple so as to make up a threesome. Fortunately, this couple was nice and chatty, unlike the unpleasant experience I had in Kuala Lumpur some weeks earlier when I played with a couple who were obviously not on good terms with each other. Why they bothered to play together at all was a mystery. Perhaps the quarrel started on the golf course and it was too late for them to make peace by the time I joined them. The moral of this particular tale is this: don’t join a couple on a golf course unless you are sure they are very much in love.

We got talking and the couple told me how wonderful staying in Thailand had been for them. They would arrive in early November and would stay for three months before heading home. They’d been doing this every year for the past 20 years. They needed to escape the frozen North, and Hua Hin was the best place in Thailand because they liked golf and the sea. (It’s also no accident that the King of Thailand goes to Hua Hin for his holidays, so it has to be special.)

This got me thinking about the Malaysia My Second Home programme, which has been quite successful although I hope the authorities won’t take our foreign friends for granted. They come for golf, good food, shopping and relaxation, so we must match Thailand in every way or else we will lose the millions these retirees spend in our country.

One way to start would be to set up good and affordable golf courses for ordinary folk, not just super-expensive ones like the Kuala Lumpur Golf and Country Club and the Mines. Obviously, leaders will first need to change their mindsets. I truly believe that affordable and accessible golf is the way forward, and the Government should assist the many Clubs that are now merely scraping through on life support. The Youth and Sports Minister should sit down with the Malaysian Golfers Association and discuss the many ways our country can popularise the game.

I’m not proposing a continuous cash subsidy or anything like it. What I am advocating is that our country’s many golf courses be utilised to their full capacity. We can start by encouraging the young to play the game. We can give them vouchers, which they can use to play at participating golf courses. Local councils can start programmes to help young golfers become day-members at the country’s many smaller Clubs. I am listing these ideas off the top of my head. Imagine what the Clubs and the authorities could do together.

At least the Clubs will see some extra use that will also generate revenue to help maintain and eventually upgrade courses and facilities. At the same time, this scheme will give young people the chance to play golf without having to become members of private clubs, which are beyond the means of most of us anyway.

The German couple played at a slightly slower pace than I would have liked, but I reminded myself they weren’t young and, besides, they were on holiday. They shouldn’t be hurried, just as I wouldn’t want to be hurried. Patience is a virtue and if we care to ponder this we will come to the same conclusion: nothing is gained by rushing other players on the course. At the same time, we ought to be sensible and not cause unnecessary delays in our game that will interrupt the tempo of other players. We simply need to be generally considerate.

The game at Black Mountain ended poorly for me. Not only that, I failed to get a single par and double-bogeyed the last hole. Still, it was a pleasant walk and I had a great time with the very nice German couple, whose enthusiasm for Thailand left me thinking about whether or not I should join Thailand’s version of the My Second Home programme.

I wonder what my wife will say when she reads this.
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IN THE KINGDOM OF WONDERS

Siem Reap, Cambodia, October 2012

I have visited Cambodia twice but have only now come to play golf. When I first visited the country in the 1990s, there were no golf courses of sufficient stature to attract tourists, but today there are a few that are of international standard. In fact, I’d say that Siem Reap has three of the finest in South East Asia. Cambodia is only two hours by air from Malaysia and, unlike many other Asian destinations, there’s no national traffic crawl that can spoil the mood of a holiday maker.

I went on my golfing trip there with some old school friends from Sekolah Tuanku Abdul Rahman. The players were mostly my juniors but we’d been getting to know each other better via golf trips like this. As I have said elsewhere in these pages, friendships, whether old or new, must be cultivated and nurtured; otherwise, they disappear into thin air. I am grateful that I still have some friends to hang around and play lots of golf with.

Some of them brought their wives along too, which suited me fine as Suliana also likes these trips. She’s a reluctant golfer but she does have talent. The occasional pars she gets encourage her to play more regularly and I hope the reluctant golfer will become the passionate one soon.

The reception at the Angkor Golf Resort will make you feel like a Very Important Person. One of the simple pleasures of playing golf in countries like Thailand, Indonesia and Cambodia is that you’re treated with a respect and warmth that you seldom get in more developed countries. There’s a genuine smile on people’s faces. They aren’t coldly business-like and there are always many caddies around. With a population of almost 15 million in Cambodia there are plenty of young people looking for work, and international resorts are quite attractive because the pay and tips can be very generous.

I hope that Cambodia will overcome whatever difficulties it faces. Its people deserve some peace and comfort after the many years of war and suffering. The economy is purring with activity and I think the country’s recent oil and gas finds will help it tremendously. It’s also good that more and more tourists make the effort to visit the many heritage sites in Cambodia every year—the tourist dollar really is contributing to improving local living standards.

I feel at home amongst Cambodians, and maybe this affinity has some historical basis: many Cambodians settled in Kelantan and other places in South East Asia at the height of the Khmer Empire. Back in the day, this Empire occupied what is now Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Thailand and parts of China. I read somewhere that in the 12th century the population of Angkor was larger than that of London.

So I wouldn’t be surprised if my ancestors were part-Champa. The Champa built a mighty kingdom but were eventually crushed by the Vietnamese. Seeking shelter and protection, some of them settled in the Malay Peninsula. In Cambodia the Champa were and still are Muslim, though they have become fully absorbed into the Cambodian people.

You just have to see the men in their sarongs chewing betel nut and living in villages composed of raised wooden houses to observe the similarities with the Kelantanese. The men are generally tanned and of medium build, again like most Kelantanese. Visiting Kampong Champa and Kampong Speu, outside Phnom Penh, you’ll see the historical and cultural ties between the Cambodians and the Kelantan Malays. (Note, however, that in Cambodia “kampong” means “port”, not “village”).

I found the beautiful golf resort a little spoiled by the rain and extreme humidity. Cambodia simply has too much rain, except perhaps between November and March. And when it rains, it pours. We had to settle for soggy fairways and a very slow green. It took me a few holes to warm up and it was only on the fifth hole, which is a short par four, that I got a par—my first and last for the day.

Nick Faldo designed the course and it’s a good design, although there were too many bunkers for my liking. I was told that the owners are wealthy Indonesians—in fact, I think all the golf courses in Cambodia are owned by foreigners, which is not necessarily a bad thing because the Government can spend more of its hard-earned cash on basic necessities that the people urgently need.

In keeping with everything that I had seen so far, even the hotel where we stayed, Sokha Angkor Resort, exceeded my expectations. The rooms and interiors featured a lot of teak and other hardwood. Really, I haven’t seen any other hotel with such extravagance by this measure. The lobby was spacious and the facilities were five-star. It is an ideal holiday resort.

Speaking of hardwood, I hope the Cambodians observe the mistakes made by more developed countries. They need to replant their trees. Thailand, for example, has laws to ensure replanting of certain tree species. Cambodia needs to do the same because people can do no greater injustice to their country and future generations than to consume and deplete all valuable resources without replacing or conserving them. Greed and selfishness are difficult to manage, but manage we must.

I asked a friend why there seemed to be so many nongovernmental organisations in Cambodia. He said that many international aid organisations came to the country when the Khmer Rouge’s reign of terror and genocide ended in the late 1970s. The international community wanted to help ease the suffering of the people.

Truly the tragedy suffered by the Cambodians has few equals in modern South East Asian history. These were truly the killing fields. In this regard I think that Cambodians may be fortunate in having Hun Sen, who has been Prime Minister for 27 years (and is thus the longest serving Asian leader), helming the Government. He has managed to stabilise the country and has made sure that international NGOs can do their work uninterrupted.

He doesn’t seem afraid of George Soros or the various shadowy “Jewish” conspiracies that other people are obsessed with. He has been sympathetic to human rights groups trying to help Cambodians get back to normal life and to appreciate their rights and responsibilities in a new world.

Above all, Hun Sen seems unfazed by these organisations working with the Opposition parties. I wonder if some of our own folk in Malaysia don’t have a lesson to learn from him in effective leadership.
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BOUNCING BACK

Siem Reap, Cambodia, October 2012

“The only time my prayers are not answered is on the golf course.” ~ Reverend Billy Graham

The Phokeethra Country Club is one of the three golf courses in Siem Reap. The greens were under repair when we were there, so putting was more of a hit-and-pray exercise than anything else. Even so, my golf experience there was in no way unsatisfactory: the fairways and the layout were excellent and (surprisingly) there was no rain at all.

Playing off blue tees took too long for me. I would have preferred to play off white but my friends, Dr F and his committee, were too macho to think of that. But there was good news: I was very proud of Suliana. She played well and scored more Stableford points than I did on both days, and she won the ball-sweep prize at the end of the competition.

To get the lowest score on the Stableford system of play is quite embarrassing. I had not played as badly as that for quite a long time and later thought that a careful and critical reevaluation of my game might have been necessary. At that point, however, I could only attribute my low score to my inexperience in playing over three days.

I was also not used to playing in a competition. My idea of a good round of golf is basically a lazy one involving an easy walk over nine holes, preferably alone. This is very relaxing and is miles apart from the competitiveness needed to win against one’s own schoolmates (many of whom, in this case, were my juniors).

There was a great consolation to all this sad news, and that was the kindness and hospitality of the Cambodian people, which once again bowled me over. I still feel sad when I think of the sufferings these gentle folk endured during the Khmer Rouge’s reign of terror in the 1970s. To my mind, nothing compares to its sheer horror save the Holocaust, the Stalinist Terror and Chairman Mao’s misguided great leap backwards.

It was a time of indiscriminate killing in Cambodia: you wouldn’t know who would gun you down, and you could be shot at home, in the village—anywhere. Mass graves have been uncovered in many places and landmines have maimed thousands of Cambodians. After this madness came to an end, tens of thousands found themselves widowed or orphaned.

This made me wonder what it was that caused so many to be slaughtered at the hands of their own people. What drove the Khmer Rouge to such hatred that they thought nothing of murdering their brothers and sisters? What could have been so consuming in the psyche of people like Pol Pot, the leader of the Khmer Rouge, that they no longer had any feeling for other human beings?

I didn’t understand it and so I buttonholed some people I met in town. A few were kind enough to offer their views. A university lecturer argued that Cambodian society had been structured along authoritarian lines for a long time prior to the rise of the Khmer Rouge.

There were just two classes: those with power and those without. People grew accustomed to believing that their leaders were to be followed without question and so the uncritical acceptance of authority became second nature. Hmm. Sounds familiar, I thought. In fact, the people initially found Pol Pot to be an attractive personality. The horror only came later and by then it was too late.

Another possible explanation was that, at the time, the Cambodian belief system permitted aggressive behaviour towards those deemed to be “foreigners”. Perhaps this is understandable, given the long years of war with the Vietnamese and the Thais. However, the same belief system also prohibited the expression of emotions (such as anger or dissatisfaction) when these were directed not at an external enemy, but towards the conditions of one’s own life.

These impulses had no outlet, and the volcano would have had to erupt sooner or later. In the event, the Khmer Rouge regarded themselves as “true Cambodians” while others were considered less “pure”. This, according to some, was how they got themselves into a state of total paranoia, so much so that they started killing their own cadres as a reaction to their own failed reforms.

They started by murdering the intelligentsia: teachers, lawyers and doctors. They wanted to start afresh in a new society based on a classless utopia. Everything and everyone in Cambodia would be free of “foreign influences”. To my mind, this was akin to the Maoist idea that a communist body politic had to be purged of all impurities so a new world could be created. A new Cambodian personality would be born under these reforms, said the Khmer Rouge, but all they ended up doing was killing people.

The nightmare has gone and a new hope has risen. I hope that such a fear will never again be visited upon the good people of Cambodia, but that’s for them to decide. They have more freedom now than they have ever had to determine the course of their own history, and each individual today has the capacity to make very real personal choices.

The influx of tourists and the gradual internationalisation of the country have given the people a chance to develop themselves based on new belief systems and ideas. They can be what they want to be, and the smiling faces of the young men, women and children of Cambodia today are the nation’s new torchbearers.

Schools are sprouting everywhere and new businesses are opening in the larger towns. Tourists flock to places like Siem Reap and there is no more suspicion or hatred of foreigners or the educated, as was the case many years ago. Many Cambodians who fled Pol Pot’s atrocities are back, bringing with them valuable skill-sets that help bring positive change to their homeland.

We had dinner at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club. It’s a sign of Cambodia’s progress that this event simply wasn’t as exciting as it had once been. The prices were still reasonable but we now had so many more eateries to choose from. If you’re keen on good French food, Le Bistro is the place to go. Restaurants at the Raffles Hotel and around the royal residence offer excellent international cuisine (I prefer the more relaxed Pub Street and the Art Market areas). Indian, Korean and Khmer food are tasty and good value for money.

My tut-tut driver was very helpful in showing me the many interesting places around Siem Reap. Professional massage parlours, for example, were plentiful—but you must book early to avoid disappointment. We had quite an exciting, if rough, ride on the tut-tut, especially down back lanes that were full of potholes. After heavy rain these would be full of water, so travelling by tut-tut at night can be challenging, even dangerous.

I’m sure that in time there will be enough money to start improving all the roads in Cambodia. Perhaps people at the Asian Development Bank can help speed things up a little. The Cambodians deserve more of our help.
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TOM YAM AND TWITTER

Siem Reap, Cambodia, October 2012

The best tom yam in Cambodia can be found in Siem Reap. It was good enough for me to have it three days in a row, the latest being at the Siem Reap Lake Golf Club. Neither too hot nor too spicy, it was full of large onions, basil, coriander, ginger and fresh prawns. Even as I was eating I was already plotting to have one last bowl the next day, my last in Cambodia for that trip.

I’m using food as a distraction because I’m unable to tell you much about what happened to my golf that day. My drive had been more erratic than usual, which was puzzling. I had done much better at the practice grounds but fell apart when the game started. Was it a case of nerves?

In any case I started stealing glances at my Twitter feed. It was full of stories about the 2008 case in which a businessman had been detained in Hong Kong with RM40 million in a suitcase. The businessman was said to be close to the Chief Minister of Sabah.

The reason for the Twitter buzz was that the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission had just then declared (through the Federal Minister Dato’ Seri Nazri Aziz) that there was no corrupt practice as the money was UMNO’s and not the Chief Minister’s. The announcement was meant to put an end to demands that the Chief Minister, Datuk Seri Musa Aman, be investigated for possible wrongdoing.

In Malaysia we will never be able to overcome the problem of corruption as long as political parties abuse their authority in order to take financial advantage of their positions in government. These days, the Finance Minister is usually also the Prime Minister. We must be one of the few countries in the world (if not the only one) in which this happens as a matter of routine.

UMNO is the dominant party in the governing coalition. So, when the President of UMNO, who is also the Prime Minister (and thus Finance Minister), hands out concessions and financial benefits to his own party, this isn’t considered to be a “corrupt” practice. The President has to strengthen his party ahead of the General Election (and, if you think about it, we’re always ahead of a General Election) and since in his view the welfare of UMNO is synonymous with that of the country, awarding plush contracts to his party via “nominees” is not merely morally defensible, it’s obligatory.

The more power is concentrated in a single individual, the greater the chance of abusing that power. I hope that the Opposition will change this formula when it comes to power. They too expect to be “rewarded” when they finally gain the Government—and more so because they’ve spent so long out in the cold. It will take a very strong political leader to change this culture.

I notice that in some of the Opposition-held states there is still no distinction between what belongs to the Government and what the legal assets of a political party are. In Pakatan states as much as in Barisan Nasional ones, party members are rewarded with positions in government, local councils, government-linked companies as well as with lucrative contracts. It will be a while yet before Malaysians become aware of the need for strict rules to keep political parties and the machinery of government completely separate.

Twitter was more depressing than golf. In any case, this was the third and final day of the competition. I had been allotted a generous handicap of 30 by the organising committee, but even so I didn’t make any progress and came in with a score below Suliana’s. Fortunately, fair weather held for most of the morning and we completed the 18 holes. The fairways were in excellent condition and I gave the owners a happy vote of thanks for keeping the course in such great form.

I was told that this particular course belongs to Koreans. Between December and February you will see many golfers from Korea and Japan visiting Siem Reap not just for the golf but to take in the many historical sites, including the famous Angkor Wat. This wonderful country deserves more visitors; the tourist dollar goes a long way in the local economy, as I’ve mentioned, but I believe that there are so many wonders in Cambodia that deserve to be seen even without the tourist dollar.

I had a short walk around the Royal Residence, which was not far from my hotel. It’s a small house compared to some of the palaces we have in Malaysia. The monarchy in Cambodia has lost its absolutist significance, and its stature is somewhat diminished except perhaps in the more rural villages. This is probably due to the fact that the late King, Norodom Sihanouk, had been absent at the crucial moments in the country’s modern history.

He truly reigned only from the early 1950s to 1970 when he was deposed. He was a puppet-king in the Khmer Rouge government and was leader of the government-in-exile during the years of Vietnamese intervention. In fact, the Guinness Book lists him as having served in the largest variety of high government offices. He held two separate reigns as King, two terms as a sovereign Prince, and was twice President and several times Prime Minister.

He has since passed away and his son Norodom Sihamoni has taken over. He has kept a low profile and has shown no interest in the trappings of being a monarch. He was a UNESCO Ambassador and even now he goes out to the villages without fanfare and ceremony in order to be with the people, and still does a great deal of charity work. He seems disinclined to make speeches and has stayed away from the political limelight as well as controversy. Even his coronation was low-key as he didn’t want the still-impoverished country to spend money unnecessarily. Clearly, he is no ordinary King.

Suliana enjoyed the visit to the Angkor Wat although I was not as enthusiastic (I’d been there twice already). Still, I couldn’t help but marvel once again at the creative ability of the ancient Khmers and their Kings. It is a feat of architecture and engineering, a glorious complex filled with majestic stone carvings of the Hindu gods.

This was a triumph of ideas and imagination, and at the same time it was a political statement that expressed both the beliefs and the political power of that ancient people. The Khmer Empire of the 12th century was far greater than any other in South East Asia. It was able to build sophisticated waterways and immense stone structures that lasted well over 400 years. Today, even if we have only vestiges and remnants of ancient stonework, we can still see clearly what the Empire must have looked like at its height.

That night, we had our farewell dinner with our STAROBA friends at the Sofitel, one of the nicer hotels in Siem Reap. The seafood was good, as was the service, and after dinner we were entertained by traditional dancers who gave splendid performances of the Coconut Dance, the Cardamom Harvest Dance and much more.

How lucky these young people were, I thought. Just a generation ago Cambodians their age would have been lucky just to get through adulthood unscathed, nevermind learn how to dance.

I wish them all the best.
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MALALA

Siem Reap, Cambodia, October 2012

I was in a lousy mood for the second game at the Angkor Resort on the last day of our four-day visit. This was not because my golf had been constantly deteriorating, but because of the depressing news from Pakistan, which I first learnt about in Hua Hin, Thailand.

The news concerned a young girl of 14, Malala Yousafzai, who was shot at point blank range by a Taliban fanatic who feared her so-called “Western influence”. Malala is a sweet and bright girl who is not afraid of the bearded mullahs. As I write this she is alive but unconscious— the bullet, having gone through her head and neck, had lodged in her shoulder. She had been campaigning for more girls to have access to modern education, which was a crime in the eyes of the Taliban. Many people, both in Pakistan and around the world, are praying for her full recovery.

When, in 2009, the Taliban banned girls from attending school in the Swat Valley near the Pakistan-Afghanistan border, Malala spoke out against them. She wrote a blog to demand the rights of Pakistani girls to an education, and she gained international recognition for her bravery and principle. The schools did reopen and she became a well-regarded child activist. She also admired US President Barack Obama, which infuriated the Taliban to no end.

The Taliban got it all wrong when they thought that Pakistanis would be cowed if Malala were assassinated. Instead, Pakistanis have been emboldened by her great courage and sacrifice. Now people are asking once again what kind of ideology can possibly drive the Taliban to act as they have. How can killing a schoolgirl ever be justified?

As I understand it from a statement issued by the Taliban leadership, the rationale for wanting Malala dead is that she represents everything that is rotten about the liberal and secular West. What they mean to say is that educating women constitutes a threat to the Syariah and the Muslim culture and way of life.

Malala was advocating the very thing that the Taliban feared—the liberty of conscience that education entails. A woman with an education takes a step towards freedom from servitude. Malala had the foresight to see that for as long as women in her community were confined to their homes and deprived of education, they would be forever beholden and subservient to men politically, economically and culturally.

Subservience is what the Taliban regards as central to the Islamic way of life. Malala was therefore a dangerous subversive and had to be killed.

The Pashtun tribes and Taliban fanatics possess an understanding of the world that, by the rest of our standards, is mediaeval, barbaric and entirely out of touch with the dictates of modern civilisation. They regard individual rights, be they in education or any other field, as alien to humanity, and they use Islam to justify their atrocities.

They have no other window into the world other than this Dark-Age value system. They deny the need to join the rest of the world in progress towards an enlightened liberal humanity, so they keep doing what they do best: kill and destroy.

If this incident is not addressed with firmness, and if Malala’s attackers are allowed to go scot-free, then I am confident to say that Pakistan will have no future.

Pakistan was constituted by the belief that religion could bring a nation into being, even if it comprised diverse ethnic groups that had never had the opportunity to live as one. The experiment already proved itself a failure with the secession of Bangladesh. All we need is another breakup precipitated by people like the Taliban to bring Pakistan to an end.

I believe that there are proponents of the Taliban worldview who are present in Malaysia. Many certainly belong to the different but equally repressive Wahabi school of thought. They are not fully in power yet but we must be eternally vigilant lest we fuel, by democratic means, the rise of populist movements that are utterly inimical to actual democracy. We must use every opportunity we have to challenge these fellows and unmask their totalitarian agenda.

I have another two weeks of travel to complete my golfing journey in this region. One week will be enough for me to visit other golf courses in the south, especially in Johor and Sumatra, while the other week will probably be spent in Da Nang, Vietnam, and Chiang Rai in northern Thailand.

I have a great fondness for these countries because they are still not overcrowded with tourists and offer great value for money. The food is excellent, and the service magical. However, I don’t think it will be long before visitors from China, India, Japan and Korea start to flock to their popular holiday destinations. Golf might become a chore if courses grow overcrowded, services slow down, and every street corner is populated with yet another fast-food or coffee-chain joint.

You might call me a traditionalist as I don’t always approve of new things just to be fashionable. Golf is a traditional game and there is a lot of history and heritage in it—but here I’m not talking just about golf but also architecture and heritage. Even in this, I am no Taliban. Quite the opposite: their destruction of the Buddhas at Bamiyan is a crime not just against humanity but the entire human future.

In this regard I’m glad to report that many countries in this part of the world have strict laws to preserve their historical and cultural wealth. Malaysia has laws too but we are never quite as passionate about our past as others.

We harbour a constant suspicion about our colonial legacy and are forever revising both political history and history itself to match whatever the latest “accepted” version of our propaganda is. Today, our perverse form of political correctness demands that one ethnicity be regarded as “master” (tuan), so politicians and historians bend over backwards to make everything fit.

As I write this, I have just been told that Choi Na-Yeon is leading the Ladies Professional Golf Championship in Kuala Lumpur, which is sponsored by Sime Darby. I hope she can win with another 18 holes to play. She is one cool Korean lady, with a fluid and smooth swing and she stays unfazed even in the most intense situations. (As it turned out, Inbee Park won.)

I am an avid follower of women’s golf and am fascinated by the level of talent that has been on display in the last 20 years. The biggest talent on the scene now is 15-year-old Lydia Ko, a South Korean-born New Zealander. Despite her age and status as an amateur, she has already bagged several international titles and is in for a long and promising career. Thailand has two world-class players: the Jutanugarn sisters, who are 18 and 19 years old. My hope is that Malaysia will one day see its own golf prodigies.

There’s a deep well of strength in the Asian ladies tournaments that I’m sure must worry the American and European golf technocrats. I think they ought to pick up the game a bit on their end lest Asians completely dominate and control the game. This would be a triumph for Asia but at the same time, the lack of competition at this level would be disastrous for the game.

Certainly, watching it would no longer be exciting.
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FATE AND TEMPERAMENT

Home, Petaling Jaya, July 2012

“My swing is so bad, I look like a caveman killing his lunch.” ~ Lee Trevino

I must belong to that hapless species of the Most Naturally Ungifted Golfers of All Time.

This is a terrible admission and I make it after playing the game for some 30 years. Even if I can drive the ball well, and even if the second shot is still impressive, the chances of my blowing the third or fourth shots are more than 70 per cent. I know this from long and bitter experience.

I find that, if you want a respectable score in golf, you’ll need to string at least four decent shots together for every hole. I have difficulty doing even that except on the odd days when things (like a par or two) happen for no earthly reason I can think of.

The only consolation I can take from this is that perhaps it’s predestined. This is how the game will go for me for as long as I play it.

Now, “predestination” doesn’t mean that I begin the game with drooping shoulders or that I am engulfed in a miasma of hopelessness every time I stand on the tee box. It means merely that I don’t get terribly upset when I play badly.

I believe—I must believe—that there is a reason for all the things that occur in this transitory golfing world—the good and the bad, success, failure and mediocrity. This gives me a sense of equanimity that brings a kind of Zen-like peace to my life, even if I must admit that golf has really tested the limits of my ability.

Strangely, the greatest golfer (I say “strange” because he didn’t play that much golf at all)—Bobby Jones—also suffered from a sense of predestination when he played. This is what he wrote in 1927:

“Very lately I have come to a sort of Presbyterian attitude toward tournament golf: I can’t get away from the idea of predestination [...] I may have reasoned out some of the mechanical side; perhaps just a bit of the psychological side. But behind it all, and over it all, there is something I think nobody understands.

“It looks more and more as if this game is all in the book before a ball is hit, and you merely go through the championship as you were rehearsed to go through it, perhaps a million years before. Perhaps this sounds idiotic. Well, maybe you weren’t rehearsed. Maybe you simply play a tournament like one of the Tony Sarg marionettes, with somebody over you pulling the strings.”

In Jones’ case, he won all the important championships that a golfer of his time could have dreamt of winning: the British Amateur and the British Open, the American Amateur and the US Open. One might say that he was “predestined” to achieve these successes, even if he himself felt that Fate was pulling his strings.

It is no lesser predestination that someone like me— and perhaps thousands of others—should play the game so unimaginably badly 50 years later. My own pitiful story is a non-event but let’s look at the case of Francis Ouimet, who had the misfortune (let’s say he was predestined) of running up against Bobby Jones in 1924, 1925 and 1926.

Ouimet had already won the 1914 US Amateur Championships and would have won three more if not for the bad luck of facing Jones. Ouimet would have been immortalised as a golfing legend but it was not to be because the “marionette” Bobby Jones was “predestined” into crossing his path. There is an amusing irony to this, but I think it also contains a salutary lesson for the rest of us.

In this light, I think that Tiger Woods had it much easier when he was on the way up in his 20s. He had no equivalent. There was no Jack Nicklaus, Seve Ballesteros or a Rory McIlroy to foul his statistics. There certainly were occasional challenges from other top players but I think that a lot of Woods’ achievement was due to the absence of other golfing masters at the time of his rising.

It was good luck. That’s not to say that he wasn’t (and isn’t) a great player. He had many spectacular wins and broke many records, but the fact remains that he was never pitted against another golfing great in a Clash of Golfing Titans. That’s predestination too, if you want to look at it that way. Who can tell? They were players from a different era using different equipment. In terms of golfing temperament, Bobby Jones would win.

I must admit that Tiger isn’t one of my favourite players to watch, notwithstanding his greatness. He seems to sulk a little too much and while some people attribute his stony glare at the crowd to a process of his concentration, I attribute it to wrestling with uncontrollable emotions—and he gets angry all too often.

His emotions erupt when he plays a bad shot. He swears a lot and seems to forget that he’s playing a spectator sport. I once followed him for half a day at the British Open and decided that that was enough. Ernie Els and Phil Mickelson were both gentler at the game and more pleasant to watch.

They did not have the passion or magic of Ballesteros but there were few who could compare to the great Seve. Today, we shall have to wait for Predestination to send us another great golfer, and I am sure that he or she won’t be long in coming.

Someone suggested that Tiger Woods would beat the daylights out of Bobby Jones if they were pitted against each other today.

Never.

Would he have done well playing with the all-wood clubs of the early days? Golf clubs did not have a uniform design until relatively recently, so it’s difficult to accurately measure the skills of the early players. Could Tiger have used the wooden driver, the mashie, the niblick and the spoon and still achieved greatness? It’s hard to say.

Bobby had the temperament to play the game and he played it exceedingly well in his day. I have the Observer to support my claim, for a correspondent for that venerable newspaper wrote of him (in 1926): “There is no parallel in the history of golf. I do not suppose there will ever be. Mr Bobby Jones is just a genius, and they are not born every day.”

It’s the temperament that counts. Some golf critics say that the highly-talented player Phil Mickelson has failed to win more major tournaments because of his lack of a winning temperament.

They don’t approve of his swashbuckling style of playing. Phil always aims for the flag, and many a time he’ll put the ball in the water or in an impossible position because he just won’t play any other way. He’s not interested in playing “safe”. His great shot-making ability probably makes him an aggressive golfer and sometimes he pays a heavy price for maintaining his style. But I am a great fan of Phil’s. There was a brief moment some years ago when he was in a real combat with Tiger Woods. He has such a fantastic record playing against the great Tiger, which, to me, vindicates his style of play whatever the experts might say.

That’s why it’s hard for me to embrace star golfers purely based on the number of their victories. They must endear themselves to their fans through their style of play. Sure, you can only play with the skills that you have—some have the skills but are evidently too timid to make mistakes. They are stars and they may win many tournaments, but they are not for me. I would rather have players who play with no fear, and are full of passion and generate excitement like Phil and Seve and Greg. Long live passion!




39
[image: image]
FIVE LESSONS

Home, Petaling Jaya, 2011

“Of all the hazards, fear is the worst.” ~ Ben Hogan

Do you think you need golf lessons? If you do, this might be the chapter for you. I did say earlier that I have nothing to teach in the way of technique, and it remains my firm belief that golf’s primary lesson lies in being able to appreciate life, fair play and honourable conduct. No one can teach that to you but you. These are matters of philosophy, not technique.

Having said that, I do understand that some—like me— become frustrated when poor technique gets in the way of our enjoyment of this wonderful game.

The first lesson is this: it’s a fallacy that only golf professionals can teach you how to play golf. There aren’t many golfers who have had more professional lessons than I have had in my 30 years of playing. Also, there aren’t many golfers who have a friendly professional teacher following them when they play all over the place. I speak from experience on this, too.

So, we know that we can learn things that have been distilled from many years of golf lessons. And if we can learn from the success and mistakes of others, I believe we can also learn from their lessons too. This might be the most relevant option if you’re a high handicapper of 20 and above. (Personally, I don’t want to have anything to do with those playing less than 20. They will skin me alive.)

Professionals are skillful players. They don’t know (or have forgotten) the anguish and pain of high handicappers. They don’t know how to empathise or relate to you. What they do is try to drill you in this or that discipline like a sergeant-major at a military college. You’re not a soldier. This isn’t a war.

This is where I believe I might be able to share a thing or two with you because I learnt not from victory. I learnt from defeat. I have many long years of experience in the game—I know the pitfalls because I have fallen in repeatedly (and still do). But, knowing my own mortal shortcomings, I shall also preach what I cannot practise—although this does not detract one bit: I might not be able to execute some of the methods I outline below, but then again neither can José Mourinho do what he tells Cristiano Ronaldo; nor can Pep Guardiola pull off a Lionel Messi trick.

I am no Mourinho or Guardiola. What I am is a portly old ex-politician who has learnt a great deal from losing against himself.

I believe that there are only five lessons one needs to learn to play the game at a satisfactory level. By “satisfactory” I mean that you should be able to score 100 or slightly better over 18 holes.

What I am about to enumerate may appear strange to some of you but the first lesson for high handicappers is to have faith in your teacher. If you don’t, you’re in trouble. If you don’t understand what your golf teacher is saying, or if you are uncomfortable with the teaching style, change your teacher. There are many around. Find the one that helps you learn.

The trick is to stay away from the “professor” type who says things like “rotate your wrist”, “cock the wrist on the back swing”, “transfer your weight” and so forth without bothering to see if you understood a word of it. This is the kind of thing that will drive you nuts. You’re not a machine to be programmed by an egg-headed engineer, and even Tiger Woods is still searching for the perfect swing. So, if your teacher is so good as to impart this kind of useless mechanical advice, I say: tell it to Tiger.

Here’s what I’ve learnt.

SHOULDER YOUR BURDEN

When good low-handicap players address the ball, they square their stances. This means that they stand parallel to the flight-path of where they want to send the ball.

Different rules apply for us high-handicappers. We need to close our stance by moving both our feet left of the target (if you’re right-handed; the reverse will apply throughout these tips if you’re a leftie). This might be counter-intuitive, but by moving left, you will have no choice but to turn your shoulder as you swing at the ball.

Only when you turn your shoulder will you get a real golf swing. How many times do you daft a shot because you don’t turn your shoulder? How many times do you top the ball because your shoulder drops? Remember to turn your shoulder and you’ll be on the way to the magic 100.

IT DON’T MEAN A THING IF IT AIN’T GOT THAT SWING

Practice your swing at home by doing a slow motion drill. This takes patience and a great deal of family-irritating repetition. There’s a motto that goes like this: “Good, better, best. Never let it rest. Till your good gets better, and your better best.” Keep practising and be patient.

If you lack patience and can’t repeat your swing, I strongly advise you to enter politics or sign up as a Class-F contractor because golf really isn’t for you. The slow-motion drill means that you must slow down your swing—and I mean really slow. Turtle-slow.

When you reach the top of the swing, stop. Bring your right elbow close to your body—again, very, very slowly. If you can’t close your elbow, go fishing, play basketball, or be a politician. The whole thing about the golf swing is to close your right elbow.

Finally, bring the club down—again, very slowly. Repeat the process 10 times a day until you get the hang of it. Fancy people call this “muscle memory” these days. They can suit themselves. I call it practice makes perfect.

ISOLATE YOUR MOVEMENTS

This applies when you’re in the bunker. Open the club face and for God’s sake don’t hit at the ball. Just let the club fly with no movement from the other parts of your body. Only your arms should move the club, nothing else. There should be no leg movement and no shoulder turn. Focus everything on your arms, but more importantly, focus all non-movement on everything else. Easier said than done, but it’s still the best path to progress.

THE PIT OR THE PENDULUM

Observe a grandfather clock and let your putter swing like the pendulum. This means keeping your wrists flexible— supple, not loose and undisciplined. Don’t worry about the lines because the caddies will tell you all about that. If you have no caddie, ask your playing partner. It’s the pace that matters most. It really is where you win or lose.

Pace. Putting is 90 per cent pace and 10 line. Believe me, it’s true if you are a high handicapper.

DON’T PLAY WITH OTHER PEOPLE’S BALLS

Really. Don’t use second-hand balls. I get irritated when I see people play with old and (usually) dirty balls. I get especially irritated at low-handicappers who do this. Why can’t they buy new ones? After all, they bet hefty sums on every game. Why do they scrimp on balls?

This also applies to high-handicappers. By all means knock second-hand balls around when you’re simply playing about. But when you play with new balls you tend to be more careful with your address and all the little things you do before the swing. You don’t want to slice the ball into the jungle on the right and you don’t want to hook it badly to the left. You’ll play with care. You’re gentler with your grip. It’s psychology, but that’s how you score 100.
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The “lessons” I have just given you are those that were taught to me by some of the best professionals on the circuit. In their quest to help me improve my game, they have given me all sorts of advice and methods to play golf. The fact is that all this advice hasn’t done me any good and I still haven’t been able to break 100 on a regular basis—but this doesn’t mean that my lessons here won’t be useful to you. I’ve shared them with you because these tips might be good for your game, and besides, I paid for the lessons, so you might as well benefit from them too.
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G’DAY MITE, HOWZAGOIN

Melbourne, 2010

Melbourne has some of the best golf courses in Australia. Golfing Down Under is enjoyable provided it’s not summer when you’re melting and being eaten alive by flies. When the children were schooling there I had occasion to play at the Royal Melbourne and The National, two of the finest golfing establishments in the country.

It’s always a challenge playing in a desert country—which is what Australia really is. The winds are usually strong and the rough can be really rough. Still, Clubhouses have all the amenities to keep the guests happy and things do get quite exciting—as a testament to this, some of the courses in Australia are privately owned by golf-crazy Malaysian and Hong Kong families.

In Melbourne there were a few private golf Clubs that had to close down for lack of funds. Most Australians have access to many public courses and there isn’t much interest in expensive private Clubs like the Heritage outside Melbourne. Some private developers were hoping for a big rush to buy landed properties surrounding the golf courses but this didn’t always happen. When the economy slows down luxury items like property on golf courses take lower priority. In Malaysia too we have to be careful not to build too many of these “gated communities” with golf courses thrown in because we’ll have trouble when the financial situation goes south. It’s better to provide cheaper homes for many of our young so that there will be less market speculation and more real investment.

I have something interesting to tell you about why golf is so popular in Australia. There, golf is not just a sport. It’s an industry. The Government has taken a deep interest in the sport from the early years even before the great Greg Norman made golf a national attraction, and it has become a major success only because the Government, the golf associations and private investors have worked closely to develop it.

There are no egos too big for others to step on. Everyone works together. Golf now contributes close to AUD27 billion to the economy and employs 24,000 Australians. There is an umbrella body, the Australian Golf Council, where all the important stakeholders are represented. Even when floods ravaged many Australian golf courses three years ago, their recovery was quick and effective. Funding from the Government was quickly deployed to the Clubs for repairs and the courses were back in use with the least possible disruption.

Most impressive is their development programme. The scheme to promote the game and to train budding champions is well thought out and relevant members of the Council monitor the implementation of all plans. The Council issues reports and commissions research and studies on all aspects of the game so that administrators and golf professionals have the same top-quality information to guide them in their work.

It is an accepted fact in some developing countries that one must be reluctant to engage “outsiders” to do things. Most of these countries are former colonies of Great Britain or the other European powers; the original leaders of the newly independent states weren’t willing to engage experts and professionals from the West because they felt that doing so would be a slight to their national pride—they’d still be under the thumb of the White Man. Instead, some of these leaders went around telling people that they could do everything themselves. That’s how Malaysia Boleh came about. This false pride explains why we spent billions of ringgit trying to kick-start the steel industry and, after 30 years, the solution is still nowhere to be found.

The same thing applies to the Malaysian automotive industry. So much taxpayers’ money, as well as time and effort, has been spent to create the Malaysian car and yet we are less successful than the Thais who took a different approach. They assembled other people’s cars but in the process created a long chain of economic activity that a country obsessed by its own “national car” could never do. Being smart is more important than having a skewed sense of nationalism, because failure does not discriminate between the nationalist and any other person. Neither does success.

I guess that one of the reasons why we are so abysmally poor at golf management (and consequently why the sport does not grow in Malaysia) is our fear that if we were to employ successful professionals from Australia or America, the locals would be up in arms. They would scream that they are just as good as the next fellow so why should the country allow foreigners to do things for us? Well the answer is just the same as why we have Indonesian maids and Bangladeshi petrol pump attendants. They do a better job and at more competitive prices. The foreign golf professionals may cost more but if the project can get started, and be successfully completed, then why not?

The issue is simple. “Who can do the job?” is the question we should ask. No other criterion should supersede this. We need not fear foreign expertise if this can set the standard and the operating system for which local professionals can later develop. Of course, there are things that locals are already capable of doing but we have to look at each case separately.

If we have enough Malaysians working as golf course superintendents or supervisors, then we obviously don’t need someone else to do the job. If, however, we have a poor management team taking care of the greens and the fairways, then surely an expert should be brought in. This should not be left to the respective Clubs to sort out. Just as Jack Nicklaus suggested that golfers must be more humble and aware of their weaknesses if they are to be better players, the same should be said of golf Club committees.

If committees feel that just because they play the game they know everything about developing the sport, then that’s a huge mistake. On the other hand, if they are humble and accept that full-time professionals are in a better position to do things for them, then they should step aside and not feel threatened or envious of the high salaries these professionals command. If we can do this, we will move forward.
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AN INAUSPICIOUS DAY 
AT BUKIT BARISAN

Medan, Indonesia, July 2012

The bus ride to the Bukit Barisan Country Club was uncomfortable. The road was bumpy and typical of Indonesian kampung roads: full of potholes made worse by pools of water formed by the monsoon rain. The Club itself was 12 kilometres from town and—thankfully—we were taken there in a new bus that absorbed some of the shock from driving on that terrible road.

When we got there we found that the course was flat and the heavy rain had made it extremely soggy. It was difficult for the ball to sit up on the fairway and we had to play according to what’s known as “Winter rules” where we pick up the ball, mark it, clean it and play on without penalty.

Some of my friends had cautioned me earlier that the course might prove less than satisfactory to me, what with a name like that. I thought that perhaps the Club might be in better shape if it were to change its name to Bukit Bekas Barisan. I must say, however, that there were some holes that had a fantastic layout, and I played relatively well that day.

I was told that Bukit Barisan was the first golf course to be established in Medan and that it was normally used by military personnel. What the Club needed desperately was a new Clubhouse and a changing room more suited to the needs of modern travellers. That is, golfing travellers are accustomed to a certain degree of comfort and cleanliness, so golf Clubs must maintain high standards to keep attracting them. After all, golf fees around the world are pretty high, so courses and the facilities must be commensurate with them.

After the game I found that I was late for an appointment with an Indonesian gentleman who had agreed to talk to me about politics and Islam in his country. He was a lecturer at one of the colleges in Medan, and was clearly nostalgic for the Suharto era when daily life was less chaotic.

He started our discussion by saying: “We have too much democracy in Indonesia now. Nothing moves.” I could understand his apprehension, and his was a common lament from people who had lived for a long time under a strong leader. In an autocracy, you do get faster decision-making and projects are implemented with a greater urgency. In Malaysia too we have many who wish that Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad had remained the Prime Minister.

I asked the lecturer if political Islam was making any progress. By that I meant whether Indonesian political movements were being shaped by the rhetoric and slogans of groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood, the local Jemaah Islamiah, and radicals in Pakistan and Iran.

This would be an utterly alien development. From the beginning of the 13th century, Islam in Indonesia had taken the route of soft assimilation into the local culture. It did not come as an invasive force that uprooted and replaced existing belief-systems—rather, it grew into an integral part of the totality of the Indonesian religious experience.

In other words, the Muslim experience sat side by side with the dharmic understanding of consciousness that came from the Indian subcontinent. Kebatinan (mysticism) surfaced more as an exploration of the relationship between the Believer and the Supreme Being, and there was less emphasis on Scripture and the laws of the religion. Traditions—adat— reigned supreme.

Today, Islamic political movements are generally associated with the desire to replace existing Western institutions with Muslim ones. This view subordinates things like human rights to the overriding need to promote the specifically religious laws of the Syariah. Such political movements have become a new force globally, and we’ve already seen the spread of their influence in the Middle East.

The transformation will become clearer in time and many are understandably anxious to see which direction the transformation will go. My friend the academic believed that the cultural depth and diversity of the Indonesian people have made it impossible for radical Islam to win a political contest outright. Radicals would have to work with others who were more inclined to preserve the Pancasila and the status quo. For that reason, he was more sanguine and hopeful about the future of his country despite his apprehensions about the disorder of the present.

I believe that Malaysia also has sufficient ethnic and religious diversity to prevent an authoritarian and radical movement taking power outright. That said, I also believe that there is a greater chance of a totalitarian resurgence in Malaysia than in Indonesia.

Much depends on who will lead the powerful Islamic political groups: if UMNO succeeds in keeping the support of the Malays through its 50-year-old strategy of racial appeals as the “protector and defender” of the Malays, then PAS might have to become more radical as the protector and defender of Islam. Obviously this will be catastrophic: we shall be torn asunder by racists on one side and religious bigots on the other.

I hope that Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim and the more forward-looking PAS leaders will be able to keep the burgeoning Muslim sentiment in check while retaining the support of the radicals. Only in this way can a more humane and democratic society be built together with the secularists of Malaysia, and I believe that this is the best way forward for our country.

We also spoke briefly about religious tolerance. You can have religious freedom in Indonesia as long as you believe in one of the six main belief systems—Islam, Hinduism, Catholicism, Protestantism, Buddhism and Confucianism. There’s a bit of a resemblance to Henry Ford’s idea of choice: you’re free to choose any colour for your car as long as it’s black.

In Indonesia, atheists, animists and some of the Batak and the natives of North Sulawesi must declare themselves as Christians, Hindus or followers of one of the other four recognised belief systems to avoid persecution. It’s tough if you don’t belong to any of the six—just like in the Premier League.

One last thing: if you’re in Medan don’t forget to buy the local kuih lapis. I have tried many types of kuih lapis from all over Indonesia and the one from Medan is the best. Take my word for it.




42
[image: image]
PERFECTION AND BALI

Home, Petaling Jaya, December 2010

“Golf is the most fun you can have without taking your clothes off.” ~ Chi Chi Rodriguez

I followed every word said by Davis Love, the captain of the 2012 American Ryder Cup team, when he spoke at the game’s opening ceremony. Golf pundits had proclaimed that America would win the Cup, seeing as they had a very strong team made up of Tiger Woods and other top-ranked players. They were also to play at the Medinah Country Club near Chicago, which made it home ground for the Americans. But I detected a certain weakness in Love’s armour.

His speech was not one that Napoleon or Wellington might have made before sending their troops into battle. It was that of a nice and decent chap who reminded everyone that the “combatants” weren’t about to declare war on each other—it was just a game of golf, after all.

I felt that by uttering those words he effectively demoralised his team. There was no sense of keen competition, let alone any hype for battle. It made the Ryder Cup look like a competition that needed no do-or-die commitment. Love made it seem as if it were just another game, and so perhaps it became just another game.

Yes, his speech was laudable for its grace and politeness, but grace and politeness aren’t things that can be relied on to spur your team out of crisis and on to success. The Americans started very well but fell flat on the final day, looking listless and uninspired, and so the Europeans achieved what seemed to be an impossible comeback—the kind unknown in the history of the Ryder Cup.

I believe that had Love been more forceful with his team (perhaps using some of Sir Alex Ferguson’s colourful language on the non-performing players), the Americans might have stanched their wounds and saved the day. They were slaughtered and even the great Tiger managed just a draw.

My criticism of Davis Love does not in any way imply that I consider myself a better captain of the US team—or a captain of any Ryder Cup team for that matter. I am not a competitive person to begin with, and it’s very difficult for me to make myself think that I must be prepared to do everything possible to win. I am, ironically, of the Davis Love school. To me, golf is a game and games are meant to be enjoyed the way we want to.

Besides, winning has always had a slightly extended meaning. Some people believe that winning isn’t everything and good sportsmanship is just as important, if not more so. Maybe this was what Love was trying to tell us.

But there could be another side to the American captain’s pre-match advice: in life there are many more difficult and heartbreaking events than any we might face on the golf course. We know how painful it can be to lose a job or to hear from your doctor that your latest medical results aren’t very good, or to receive news that a dear friend or a loved one has departed. There is the pain and loneliness of those who are left without friends or family.

Really, the list of bad news waiting in the wings is endless. So what is the missed putt or the bad chip in the grand scheme of things?

I find it strange sometimes to watch good players complain about how they misread the putt or pushed the drive when everything looked superb to me. What will please them? Probably nothing if they are perfectionists. But what price perfection?

There are many professional golfers high on the money list who look dead and joyless on the course. Sure, they need to be serious because they’re playing for cash, but must seriousness be packaged together with sulkiness and being tight-lipped? I don’t see any reason for scowling faces and rude stares, for all the world to see, just because they’re professional golfers.

There are many high-handicappers who also try to emulate these professionals when they don’t play well. Some chuck their clubs, shout obscenities and find other irritating and disturbing ways to give vent to their frustrations. I was like that too when I was younger, though I have mellowed a bit now.

These days I think it’s futile to be angry on the golf course. Having a fit certainly won’t help you play any better, and you won’t get the right swing no matter how many golfing magazines you read and subsequently swear at. Regardless of how many hours you spend on the practice range, you will still top the ball, slice the drive and fluff the chip-shot. Golf is a Great Mystery, the secrets of which shall forever be hidden from mortals. Let’s be clear about that.

Well, you might hit a few decent shots now and then, but if you’re anything like me then, at best, you’ll still be an average golfer all your life. So I suggest to my fellow high-handicappers: change your expectations. Golf will be a lot more fun if you can be patient enough to wait for the good swing. It will come—it’s just a matter of time—and when it does you can jump for joy or stare open-mouthed at the ball’s long flight into eternity.

Then you can tell your friends and loved ones that you finally got the right hit, just the way the avid fisherman announces that he has made the catch of a lifetime. This is far better than being angry at your bad shots, which will always outnumber your good ones. So celebrate your successes, for they mean so much more than your defeats.

Just watching traditional Balinese dances and listening to music soothes the soul. It’s such a spiritual place: people are forever praying to the Gods and spirits, seeking protection from harm. It makes me wonder if there is even a small part of life in Bali that is not attuned to this deep and peaceful spirituality. Probably not.

My first golfing experience in Bali was at the Handara Kosaido Country Club, located some two hours from the airport. Like all first experiences, I found it to be truly memorable, but even so I still think today that it is one of the best courses I have ever played on—and I have played in many places.

The fairways are narrow on occasion but the view is truly majestic. Imagine playing golf in the crater of an extinct volcano. That’s what Handara is, only it has a cool mountain breeze that brushes lightly against your face and bright sunshine that makes golfing heavenly regardless of your score. I was told that the rainy season does play havoc with the course, so don’t go there at the end of the year (there are also lots of tourists then and the whole place gets crowded).

That said, the drive to Handara Kosaido wasn’t much fun as we had to go along some winding roads. We stopped for lunch somewhere and I had to settle for nasi goreng. I don’t think much of the local food in Bali except bebek goreng (fried duck) but you do have a wide range of international cuisine to choose from if you are picky.
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THE “CHINESE THREAT” AND LADY GOLFERS

Home, Petaling Jaya, September 2012

Mr Ng is 86 years old and lives in Ipoh. His wife is probably a year or two younger. I shall visit them this weekend when I go up to play at the Clearwater Sanctuary Golf Resort in Alor Gajah. It’s a superb course, which I have written about elsewhere in this book, and it’s only a short drive from Ipoh.

Mr Ng and his wife have always been kind to me. When they visit Kuala Lumpur, they’ll bring a pomelo or two from Tambun. Mr Ng is also an avid racing fan and, in the days when I owned a horse or two, he would place small bets of RM10 in a show of support whenever they ran. I always felt bad that he was putting his hard-earned money on cheap horses, expecting them to win.

He is also always concerned about my health and my political future. I try to tell him that I am doing well, and that since I have retired from frontline politics, I continue to write and speak about important national issues. For his part, Mr Ng is still healthy despite his age and I have resolved to emulate his lifestyle so that I might live as long and as well as he has.

Mr Ng and his wife are of course Chinese. I have been blessed throughout my life as I have had many friends who are Chinese, Indians, and otherwise not Malay—I’m a kampung boy and this is a big deal to me. Some of the best lawyers I have ever worked with are Chinese and they remain friends to this day. This is why I get terribly upset when I hear politicians uttering dangerous nonsense about how the Malays will suffer if the Chinese come to power under a party like DAP.

There are good people and bad ones. Being Chinese or Malay or Indian is entirely immaterial. There is certainly no reason to demonise an entire community just because DAP is composed of many Chinese members. I am appalled even at the lack of simple courtesy that Malay leaders show when they talk about the Chinese. If I were Chinese, I’d be hurt by some of these statements and no amount of handouts or subsequent buttering up can lessen the affront.

To my friends in PAS, I say: don’t worry too much about DAP. Islam’s greatest enemy has always been Muslims so don’t spend too much time chasing after “external threats”. The real problem comes from within and the first thing we should do is come out from under the coconut shell.

We need to deal with the weaknesses of the Malay community with the support of other Malaysians who also want to see the Muslim community grow. Why would a non-Muslim want to prosper his or her Muslim neighbour? Really, the answer is simple: so the whole country will grow to be safer. We must embrace change freely. The world will not wait for us to catch up if we fall behind. This is something that many politicians can’t seem to grasp.

I wonder how the people of Perak like Mr Ng will vote at the coming 13th General Election. Perhaps the Chinese will continue to vote for the Opposition parties but the chief question in the minds of many is: how will the Malays vote? Will they be persuaded by the scaremongering tactics of the Barisan Nasional and revert to UMNO, or will they want to try PAS again as they did in 2008?

I believe that Dato’ Seri Nizar Jamaluddin, the deposed PAS Menteri Besar, should be given another chance at the top job, although this will be possible only if the Pakatan Rakyat wins big. With a clear majority even the Sultan will not dare to refuse his appointment again. His Royal Highness might consider using legal arguments to justify his right to appoint someone else of his choice, but in this day and age legal justification must resonate and be consistent with the democratic decisions of the people.

Playing with me at Clearwater this weekend are two ladies from the Malaysian Ladies Golf Association (MALGA), which has been actively promoting golf amongst women in the country. Malaysian women are tremendously talented at golf—even at the highest level—but if we’re to do this seriously, organisations such as MALGA need more exposure and financial support.

If Korean women can reach the apex of the golf world in 20 years then surely Malaysia Boleh should be able to have a decent crack at it too. We have many golf courses (although some are closing down) and there are enough golf professionals to teach the game.

This of course is something for the MGA and MALGA to mull over.

Speaking of Koreans, I like the way they are so methodical and dedicated to whatever they choose to do. Just observe the way a single Korean golf caddie manages two buggies and four golfers with effortless efficiency. True, the buggies are electronically controlled but you still need a system to make sure the four players are always served well, otherwise all hell will break loose.

In Korea, even the rakes we use to clean bunkers are specially designed with a short “leg” that protects the rakes from mud and sand. When we pick up the rake, it’s never dirty because it hasn’t been resting on the ground but on its “leg”. Just like the Japanese, the Koreans think about the smallest things that can help to improve the game and the way they play it. We tend to think only of the big ones and that’s why we’re forever stuck in the doldrums.

I think it’s a good thing that Koreans are taking over many of the golf courses in our region. Under their watch, I expect that golfers can look forward to some of the best-maintained courses in Asia. The downside is that these courses tend to be expensive. Not everyone can play the game now, and that’s why I keep saying that local councils and state governments in Malaysia should build many more affordable golf courses so that the game can be accessible to regular Malaysians.

The tourist courses in Johor and Melaka serve a different purpose: they attract the Singaporean tourist dollar brought over by the Republic’s businessmen. This is great, but what we need are smaller courses, even nine-hole ones, to get young people into the game—and it’s about time that the game in Malaysia had a fresh injection of new blood.

Besides, don’t we like to say that young Malaysians need sports and productive activities lest they take drugs and become Mat Rempit? In any case, I’m sure the Government knows that it has a serious responsibility to take excellent care of the younger generation in all facets of life. I just wish we’d spend more on sports like golf for the young instead of ultra-expensive traffic cameras that magically enforce the law by remote control.




44
[image: image]
OUR PLACE IN THE SUN

Home, Petaling Jaya, September 2012

I am a member of the Tropicana Golf and Country Resort and live in the vicinity of the course, so one might think that I’d play golf more at this Club than anywhere else. Unfortunately, that’s not the case. It can be difficult playing at Tropicana because it’s very popular with golfers and you don’t have to be a member to play— you just need to pay the green fees.

Members have no particular priority in this regard and the rules are that one must have three or more players to start a game. This means that it’s difficult to get a tee time if you, like me, prefer to play alone.

The only “opening” for those who play alone is to use a trolley and start at 6.30am. This is something I shall try to do if I manage to wake up on time one day. A morning walk is a healthy habit to have, and it’s so much better if we can couple it with playing golf. That’s what I’ve told myself anyway.

Pulling the trolley around can be good fun too besides providing some decent exercise—though you can always get one of those newfangled battery-powered things that move at a predetermined speed (they aren’t cheap). I have a manual trolley and I’m determined to use it at Tropicana one of these days. Most players in the morning are seniors and I shall feel at home playing with them.

As I write this it’s already too late to go out there. Instead, I’ve decided to look for the latest news concerning the US Supreme Court decision on the affirmative action case Fisher v. University of Texas. Abigail Fisher, a white student, filed suit against the University for rejecting her application on the grounds of race, and she argued that the University accepted students of colour under its affirmative policy at her expense.

Fisher was in the top 12 per cent based on her admission results. If she had been in the top 10 she would have been admitted automatically, but because she missed the threshold, the University was entitled under its policy to take other factors into account— leadership qualities, social and economic status and race. The Admissions Board cited these criteria in rejecting her application.

Fisher v. University of Texas is very important because it is a test of the 2003 Supreme Court decision in Grutter v. Bollinger, which held that race could be used as part of a “holistic view” in determining public university admissions. The judges in that case were careful to add that if this resulted in inordinately more places for minority students, it would imply the existence of a quota—which is unlawful under the 14th Amendment (the Equal Protection Clause mandates that all Americans are treated equally regardless of colour—quotas violate that principle).

The decision in Grutter saved the policy of affirmative action and allowed US public universities to take race into account in selected cases. Fisher’s challenge, however, might put an end to it. The case is still being heard and I shall continue to watch it closely.

Comparing Fisher to what’s been happening in Malaysia is a surreal exercise. Here we have quotas and these have been determined by Government policy in such a way that the basis for each quota is unclear. Nevertheless, ever-trusting Malaysians have accepted all of it.

Some say that the quotas are based on the demographic composition of the country, meaning that Malays and Bumiputera should make up probably 60 per cent of successful public university admissions. Besides being in principle an affirmative action quota for the majority, this doesn’t automatically mean that the Kadazan and Dayak portion (for example) of the Bumiputera quota is equivalent to the two communities’ respective population ratios vis-à-vis the entire Bumiputera population.

It really doesn’t matter what anyone thinks because, under our system, no court of law can intervene or review any such decision of the universities. Admission policies are shrouded in secrecy—one suspects that they are determined centrally at the Federal level, rather than by individual universities—and no one will ever know what criteria are actually used.

The problem we have today in Malaysia is that our leaders lack confidence in being transparent and candid with their policies. They are averse even to reasoned debate about educational issues because they feel that discussion alone results in terrible communal friction and racial trouble.

There is no reason to take such a negative view. Malaysians are more mature than political leaders give them credit for— perhaps many are even more mature than politicians themselves. We shall certainly not be able to bring out the best in people if they can’t feel that they have a fair and equitable stake in the country. The fact that we have had to set up a special organisation, Talent Corp, to persuade Malaysians to return home from abroad shows how seriously screwed up our policies have become over the years.

I think I shall really make an effort to go out to the Tropicana course one of these mornings. The west course has just been redeveloped to make it longer and more challenging, and the Club now holds the esteemed distinction of being one of the more popular courses in the Klang Valley. It is also a very well-run Club.

I just hope that the management will try to show a little more “face” to members so that we too can enjoy the facilities without having to jostle too much with outsiders. I understand the need for revenue, but a happy balance must be struck: there must be some significance to being a member, otherwise why be a member at all?

In the same way, I believe that all citizens want to feel as important as any other and to be equally entitled to the wealth and security that this country can provide.

Is that too much to ask?
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FINE PRINT

Home, Petaling Jaya, July 2012

We don’t play often enough at the Tropicana Golf and Country Resort although we’ve lived on the property since 1999. It’s a wonderful course and the owners are always making improvements with the aim of making it one of the best in the country. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, it’s popular and is well-patronised by many golfers in the Klang Valley. You can even play at night, if you can afford the green fees.

Like most people (even lawyers), I don’t read the fine print in licence agreements that owners of Golf Clubs require “golfing members” to sign. I’m referring to unincorporated Clubs such as Tropicana, where the owners of the property give out the privilege of playing golf on their land for a fee. This arrangement is unlike that of established Clubs such as the Royal Selangor Golf Club, where members are incorporated as owners of the Club’s property by the Club’s constitution.

The licence agreement normally provides that for a fee (which can be substantial depending on the Club) and a monthly subscription, a golfing member has a licence (i.e. a privilege) to play. He or she has no rights or interest whatsoever in the property assets and management of the course. The licence is also non-exclusive and can be revoked at any time by the owners.

Even with such obvious risks, gullible Malaysian golfers still pay huge sums of money to be a “licensee”, knowing very well that if the owners are less than honourable, the property can be converted into a housing development or a shopping mall. There goes your money and your golf course. You can of course go to the court and pay lawyers top dollar to press your suit, but you’ll still have to wait a few years to recover your membership fees.

Why should it be so?

Why must a licensee, who pays a huge sum of money, have to go to court to prove the terms of the contract that a representation was made to him (that he could play at the Club), and that the exclusion clause doesn’t apply?

Golfers like Low Koon Fatt in Port Klang had to go to the High Court to get back his membership fee of RM32,000 (this was the case of K.F. Low v. Port Klang Golf Resort, 1998). He should not have had to go through so much trouble. He did not renege on the contract and yet he had to bear the burden of proof. Why?

I also know of some cases in Johor where property owners reserve the right in their licence agreements to convert the golf course into something else as long as they compensate the golfing member with another membership. But what if the membership is lousy, cheap or in a location impractical to the golfer?

In a country that practises freedom of contract, two grown-ups can enter into any arrangement they want, which is fine if both parties honour the terms of the agreement. In golf, problems occur when we have to deal with unscrupulous owners, and this is where I believe a responsible Government should intervene to protect golfers and not unscrupulous landowners.

Municipal authorities can easily insert a clause in the development approval issued to the landowners to stipulate that the land must be used as a golf course for a fixed period— say, 60 years. Then all the golfers can play with peace of mind. I believe that some members of the Sultan Abdul Aziz Golf Club in Shah Alam have legitimate grievances against the owners of the Club in relation to their commitment to keeping the ground as a golf course. Property owners in the Klang Valley are more inclined to turn golf land over to commercial development as this earns better profits. What owners have conveniently forgotten is that the Government gave them land for the purposes of building and maintaining golf courses. Similarly, many members join Clubs at high prices because of owners’ promises that the Club would remain there for them to use. I suggest that my friend R and his fellow-members get proper legal advice before it is too late.

That said, there are some golfers who are better off than others. If you’re a golfing civil servant in Malaysia, you certainly have more privileges. Not only do you have a dedicated Club just for you in the heart of Damansara, you can also join other Government-linked Clubs such as the Subang Golf Club for a lot less than regular members.

Here, I do hope that the members of the Subang Golf Club will do all they can to please their civil-servant members so as to protect the property from being taken over by well-connected Bumiputera businessmen.

As I have mentioned earlier in this book, I believe that the late Tunku Abdul Rahman (our adorable first Prime Minister) wanted the Subang Golf Club to be partly a private members’ Club and partly open to the public. His wish never came true as he was pushed out of office after the May 13 riots.

In fact, the land has never even been transferred to the Subang Golf Corporation, a Government entity the Tunku set up to manage the place. Even now the land still does not belong to the members, which leaves them vulnerable to “external interests”. I think that the members of all Clubs in the Klang Valley should be more assertive in retaining their rights.

In any case, the west course at Tropicana is my favourite: the greens are large and not too fast. From the white tee it’s possible to play regulation once in a while, and the caddies are well-trained. I do look forward to the day when we’ll have more Malaysians as caddies but unfortunately, there’s currently no career path for this profession.

With golf gaining popularity worldwide, the need for professional caddies will certainly rise. Caddies can also grow to become future champions if we help them play the game with guidance and support. For now, I think it would be timely if Clubs were to take more care of their caddies, starting with how much they are paid, their facilities at work (clean toilets and proper resting rooms are a start) and their conditions of service.

Speaking of working conditions, it would be a good practice for Clubs to demand that golfers take special care of the safety of caddies—and especially by not driving buggies recklessly. Honestly, it’s a golf course, not an F1 track. Just a few months ago (as I write this) a caddie at Tropicana fell off the buggy when the golfer took a sharp turn on a rainy day. She was thrown off, hit a drain and broke her skull. Now she is bedridden and unable to earn a living. I hope the Clubs have good insurance coverage for these caddies; otherwise, they would be without compensation unless the Clubs are generous with their staff. The facilities (toilets and rest areas) for the caddies at my Club—the Royal Selangor Golf Club (RSGC)—could be improved. The RSGC is a Club to which generations of caddies have remained loyal. It’s about time that the Club gave back something to them, like higher caddie fees and cleaner toilets.

While we don’t play much at Tropicana, we do try to have our last few games for the year there. This year I’m thinking of playing with my family on Christmas Day, though it’s still touch-and-go since it’s difficult to get a free day out of them even on Christmas.

As a father, I have never enjoyed the kind of authority over my children that my father had over me. Now it’s all about persuasion and inducement (perhaps even a little bribery) to get the wife and kids to agree to one of my schemes. We live in a different world today.

As it turned out the game at Tropicana for 2012 was our second last and not the last. (The pride of the last day went to the Kuala Lumpur Golf and Country Club. We had an offer from a member to play the last game of the year there on New Year’s Eve.) We had a wonderful outing as my friends from Posco accepted my invitation to play. Mr Kim, the managing director, is a good golfer but I hope he will not be disappointed to play with me—a 22-handicapper. Two other senior executives will also join him. For my team I will bring the two best players, Kazran and Suliana. We need to make a good impression as it’s a “thank you” game for the Koreans.

Seven years ago, I made probably the biggest mistake of my life by investing in a steel plant. It was just too complex a venture that required deep pockets and an even deeper understanding of the market. I had none of these except the false belief that a Malay boy from the kampung could do wonders. Reality set in quickly and we were almost brought to financial ruin. Fortunately, the Koreans were interested in the project and they saved my neck. I play golf with them as a New Year present and to express my best wishes for their future. Miracles do happen but rarely. Never again will I pull the strings so tightly, thinking that they will never be broken.
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STARTING THEM YOUNG

Home, Petaling Jaya, October 2012

“Nobody asked how you look, just what you shot.” ~ Ben Hogan

As I mention several times in this book, my son Ezra has little time to play golf. He is like Suliana and has loads of talent, but sadly his work doesn’t leave room for much else. It’s a waste, although it’s understandable, what with controversies such as the charges levelled against him by the Islamic religious department for publishing the book Allah, Kebebasan & Cinta (a translation of Irshad Manji’s Allah, Liberty and Love).

It’s funny that, in our country, banning a book is accepted without much fuss (except from one or two civil-liberty groups). Political parties don’t dare take positions on freedom of speech, especially if a ban is proclaimed under the aegis of religious authority. Few here have the courage to stand up against religious bullies, probably for fear of being branded heretical or blasphemous themselves.

In Iran in the days of the Revolution few dared to challenge the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. At what price? They went to war with Iraq on his say-so and as many as a million Iranian soldiers and militia lost their lives. Then he said that Iran had to take on the Great Satan America, and present Iranian leaders still adhere to this silly policy. As a result of all this “religiosity”, Iran today is tottering on the brink of civil war and has been mired in economic difficulty for years. This is what happens when we lose the courage to question our leaders. It happens when we follow them blindly.

Europe was the same, but that was in Middle Ages when the Pope wielded absolute religious authority. No Christian king could question him (which is not to say they didn’t—but there were serious consequences and wars to be fought as a result), what more the citizen in the street or peasant in the field.

How medieval we still are in Malaysia. How can we say that we are a “free country” when we don’t permit even the basic freedom of reading what we like? Books are meant to be read because it is through books that people can expose themselves to new ideas, thinking and arguments. Most importantly, reading helps us make up our own minds about the very books that we read.

How shall we progress if we confer so much power on half-baked religious bureaucrats who behave like the kings of old with their own ever-growing Index of Prohibited Books? Consider India, which, being a great deal more populous, is much poorer per capita than we are. They are no strangers to religious conflict and yet they have the freedom to publish books freely, with very rare exceptions.

Art, music, literature, learning—these must be free of political or religious control, for it is only through intellectual freedom that people can discover the best in themselves.

I digress. There is a reason for it.

I’ve mentioned earlier that I don’t normally like to watch the Unutterable Horror of my golf swing on video. It’s disgusting having to observe both my tummy and the swirling swing that I will never be able to change for the rest of my life. Well, the problem is modern gadgetry. Someone with a simple smartphone can make a documentary about the way you play. They can then post it on Facebook or—worse— YouTube and soon the whole world can inflict one’s ugliness upon themselves.

Psychiatrists say that you must face up to and acknowledge your problems before you can overcome them. This may well be the case if one suffers from deep-seated emotional difficulties or psychoses. In the same way, some of my former golf teachers liked to video my swing and make me look at it.

Well, golf teachers aren’t psychiatrists. I’d rather they stop pretending and just let me enjoy the game. The score is a sufficient indicator of my ability and I certainly don’t need the extra pressure of having to deal with my televised weaknesses for everyone to see.

It’s vanity, of course. If I had an attractive waistline and if I could swing like a pro then perhaps I wouldn’t make so much of a fuss about people shooting videos of me when I play. It’s normal to want to show others how good we look or how well we can do something, but even film stars and sports celebrities aren’t always keen to be photographed outside their professional lives.

Anyway, if you don’t want your son or daughter to play “ugly” golf like me, start them young. I don’t mean that we should force the game on them, but expose them early so you can see if they are interested. I think the age of four is a good time to get a child on the driving range. Some courses allow young children to play, and if you can find one of these you should also engage a child-friendly coach.

These coaches shouldn’t be too “technical”—we’re dealing with young children after all, and natural ability must never be killed by the technical preponderance so beloved by adults. Coaches are also important in that they can help kids get the right clubs. There are many good clubs out there today and a good coach will choose the one that fits best.

There’s nothing that compares with starting on the right footing, and when children eventually get the correct swing and avoid the worse habits, they will have the necessary skill-sets entrenched in their brains even if they don’t play often subsequently. The reason why Kazran can beat me easily today is probably due to his early involvement in the game with proper coaching.

This weekend I plan to see and meet some real stars in action: Tiger Woods, Bo Van Pelt and a number of other top players at the CIMB Classics to be held at the Mines Resort and Golf Club. A friend who works at CIMB has kindly sent me an invitation to watch this great tournament. It’s rare for me to get such invitations, and so I hereby give my heartfelt thanks to Charon who, incidentally, doesn’t play golf at all.
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THE CIMB CLASSICS

Seri Kembangan, Selangor, October 2012

Here I am at the CIMB Classics and everyone is rooting for the great Tiger Woods. Thanks again to my friend Charon as I’ve been able to get a comfortable seat to watch some of the world’s greatest players: Tiger, of course, but also Jason Dufner, J.B. Holmes and Bo Van Pelt.

Not to mention the superlative breakfast, lunch and tea, all thrown in compliments of CIMB. I’ll be honest: I would have skipped this tournament had it not been for the promise of this sumptuous treat. I certainly feel good that the bank has given this overdraft account-holder some recognition after all these years of paying good interest.

No, I’m not rooting for Tiger. I’d heard that he’d been paid a few million ringgit just to play at this tournament (he also played with our Prime Minister, of course). So I want someone else to win, if that’s at all possible. Why should Tiger get everything? I’ll be ecstatic if our own Danny Chia or Shaaban Hussin were to knock everyone else off the course.

This has nothing to do with patriotism. It’s more karma or some ancient Greek notion of justice: it’d only be fair if someone like these two, who have played the game for so long, should start winning big. Danny came close many times and yet he was never able to close the game on the final day.

That’s not entirely his fault. If our Government or the Prime Minister’s Office or the local golf governing body or some generous philanthropist had the foresight to send him to America a few decades ago, he would have been properly exposed to the game at the highest level at a young age. I strongly believe that he has been deprived of the training that would have made him a champion.

Well, it’s not my business how the Prime Minister (or any rich person for that matter) spends his personal money or whom they want to splash it on. But as a nation, I believe that we must have a policy to support young talented sportsmen and women.

We’re actually quite stingy. With a couple of exceptions that prove the rule, we seem to be interested only in celebrating small victories by declaring a public holiday, or we hand out petty cash to those who win small tournaments. We don’t seem to have the ability as a nation to develop and cultivate our talent to a world-beating standard or to invest in our young people. I believe that those who do make it, like Nicole David and Lee Chong Wei, do so in spite of the lack of support they get.

Spend a few hundred millions if necessary—as long as we have a proper development plan and are dead serious about it. After all, we spend RM600 million a year just to give schoolchildren a two-month camping holiday under the guise of “national service”. It’s an absolute waste of money.
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I actually got to the prestigious Club here at the Mines early because I was excited, so I’ve gone straight to the driving range to have a look around. How hard these professionals practise even before they step to the first tee! First they do the putting green, then the driving range and then the bunkers. You can see the sweat on their well-toned muscles.

I wonder why we high-handicappers aren’t willing to go through the same kind of warm-up routine before every game. Maybe I know the reason: we high-handicappers are a realistic lot. No matter how long we practise, we know that we’ll stay more or less the same. So, why waste our time and that of our friends? Que sera, sera.

I’m heading to my seat now. The CIMB staff members are very helpful and courteous. These young bank officers probably think that I am one of the big customers they have to take special care of. They ask me if I’m here to watch Tiger. I say: “No. I want to watch my Malaysian compatriots.” And eat the food, of course, but that’s not for them to know.

That said, the fellow from Bangladesh rather appeals to me. Siddikur Rahman is his name. He’s one of the better players on the regional circuit and I like him because he was a caddie in Bangladesh before turning pro. He achieved success the hard way and his is the kind of story that makes me want to follow and support him for the rest of his career.
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It’s now afternoon and I’m a little depressed even though there’s buzz that Tiger is on a roll with three consecutive birdies. Why am I depressed? There’s just too much other news floating around about Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad. This time, he’s complaining about the lack of success of the Malays and that the Malays are like “beggars” in their own country. How did he get it all so very wrong? I don’t understand.

Look at Shaaban Hussin. He’s Malay (as Malay as Dr Mahathir is) and he’s one of the two top golfers in our country. In other words, 50 per cent of top Malaysian golfers are Malay. I’m being a little mean, but if you like horse racing, as I do, you’ll see that many top jockeys are Malay—more than the 30 per cent threshold that Dr Mahathir imposed on the country.

There are successful Malays everywhere, in and out of sports. They have achieved what they have through hard work. They never got “Approved Permits”, or pink forms, nor do they drive cars with duties unpaid. They don’t get contracts where the margins are enough to enrich their grandchildren. They’re just hardworking folk and we should be proud of them as we should be of any Malaysian. The trouble with Dr Mahathir is that success, to him, means having more than what the neighbours have.

That, my friends, is the only real problem of the Malays now.
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It’s the end of the day. The leaderboard has few surprises, although I doubt the rest can withstand Tiger’s onslaught. I’ll know in three days’ time.

Now here’s an interesting thing: I think that the course here at the Mines is too short for Tiger and players of his standard. Why CIMB has chosen this place is a bit of a mystery to me as there are more suitable golf courses for an event like the CIMB Classics.

I’d hoped to meet Dato’ Seri Nazir Razak (the Prime Minister’s brother and CEO of CIMB) but alas I was unable to. I wanted to ask him to help build CIMB golf academies for young Malaysians, and maybe help maintain some existing golf courses. I’m sure that CIMB can afford to do that.

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: Malaysia can produce world champions if more ordinary young Malaysians can play the game.
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IN THE LAND BELOW THE WIND

Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, January 2011

The flight to Kota Kinabalu was good except for the descent to the airport, which was rather unpleasant. Maybe the wind and the rain made a smooth landing difficult. This happens all the time on all airlines, but I would have preferred our MAS pilot to have been more communicative. There’s no harm in reassuring passengers and advising them about possible turbulence and bumpy rides, is there?

This is the job of the captain and in my view it shouldn’t be left to stewards reciting a standardised announcement. I don’t mean any disrespect to the cabin crew, but the fact is that they’re not the ones flying the plane. A reassuring message from the cockpit is important to old frequent fliers like me. It gives us confidence.

The airport was busy as always and I had to wait a while to get the bags and taxi sorted out. In the old days my friend D would wait for me whenever I came to Sabah, but he couldn’t do that this time because he became a High Court judge.

I went straight to the Dalit Bay Golf and Country Club in Tuaran, and the journey took almost an hour. Dalit is a wetland golf course. Always in an excellent condition, it’s my favourite course in Sabah. Perhaps it’s one of the best in the country: it’s so nice just to walk along the course. On a clear day you can see Mount Kinabalu while the two rivers bordering the course make for a magnificent setting.

There are water hazards in many places so it’s best to lay up on some holes instead of having a full swipe with the woods. The absence of caddies is something I’m unaccustomed to, and I like having a good caddie to talk to you about the course (as well as tell sundry little stories) when lugging your bag all over the place. It’s all a part of golf—at least it still is in this part of the world.

It’s quite expensive staying at the resort hotel, but then again it’s convenient if you’re there just to play golf. The restaurants and the swimming pool are of the “American-resort” species and are located on a private beach. It’s great for a family holiday but I had problems getting mine together. They were all busy, hence the solo trip.

I have many fond memories of Sabah and Sabahans are a fascinating people. They were a mixed bag of different ethnicities and even the way they spoke was unique. Their almost carefree ways reminded me of Kelantan in the 1960s when I was growing up.

Of course, things are different now. The many years of UMNO occupation in Sabah have changed the character of the state. I detected a certain aggressiveness and a distrust of West Malaysians that I had never encountered before. Christians and Muslims evidently didn’t make up a closely-knit community any more, and there were fewer inter-racial marriages. The influx of “foreigners” must have contributed to this unease and concern.

Just a few days prior to my visit everyone was talking about the RM40 million UMNO slush-fund in Sabah. This money was found at the Hong Kong airport some years ago and, after the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission found that no element of corruption was involved, it was released by the Hong Kong authorities. The Prime Minister also cleared the Chief Minister of Sabah of any wrongdoing.

Prime Minister Dato’ Seri Najib Razak may be trying to do many things for the country, but there is one thing he hasn’t done and apparently will not do: he will not apply rules of law and ethical conduct to our system of government.

Now, the point that should concern him is not whether the RM40 million is a donation to UMNO. He should be concerned that such a large donation should be made at all because surely the donor expects (or has already received) something larger in return. This is why modern democracies don’t allow for political donations that are made in secret. In these countries, all party political fundraising must be transparent and publicly accountable.

Instead of wasting time talking about the legality of the donation, Najib should do something for the future by making sure that all political donations are made in the open. Will he do that? The Chief Minister of Sabah and other warlords probably won’t agree.

I was quite impressed with the development of Kota Kinabalu. At the same time, I saw the obvious divide between the rich and the poor. There were other parts of Sabah, especially the rural areas, that I felt deserved a greater injection of development funds. I thought that poverty in the state said quite a lot, and it certainly said a lot about Sabah’s political leaders.

Someone told me that all the wealth in Sabah is concentrated in a few families, and that these were obscenely wealthy. I suppose it’s like that elsewhere in the world too, where only three per cent of the total wealth is shared by the poor and the remaining 97 per cent by the rich. When I was in Cambodia, for example, I noticed that most of the hotels were owned by the same people—and they also owned the casinos, mines, forestry concessions and gas fields. I suppose Kota Kinabalu is no different.

Even so, I resolved then and there to return to Sabah soon. My friend, Tan Sri I, hoped to contest in Labuan at the forthcoming General Election. I thought that if he wanted me to make some speeches, I would gladly do so for him (although I’m not sure how his party would view my presence). It’s difficult to dislodge the Barisan Nasional because it’s a Government, not just a political party. But stranger things have happened before and can happen again.

There are few things to do in Labuan except eat. Even golf is limited to a nine-hole facility. I remember the days when national leaders painted Labuan as the world’s financial centre and a world-class resort.

It makes you wonder where it all went wrong.
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PEARL OF THE ORIENT

Lembah Beringin, Selangor, September 2012

“Golf is a good walk spoiled.” ~ Mark Twain

The plan was to play at the Kinta Golf Club in Batu Gajah but this didn’t materialise as I didn’t want to be late for my appointment with the wonderful 76-year-old lady, Lim Saw Kee, in Penang.

Mrs Lim, the mother of a friend, had to undergo dialysis three times a week while stones in her gall bladder were giving her a lot of pain. She was a lot weaker than the last time I had seen her, so I thought I would go and cheer her up. Batu Gajah requires a one-hour detour off the North-South Expressway, which was too much time, so golfing in Suliana’s birthplace had to wait.

Given all this, playing at the Lembah Beringin Golf and Country Club made more sense as I could head to Penang straightaway without going off the highway. I hadn’t played there for some years. I heard that some Koreans had taken over management of the Club.

On arrival I saw no noticeable changes on the course and was dismayed that most of the holes were still in a bad condition—but the Koreans had come aboard only a couple of months previously and the heavy rain didn’t help the condition of the course. Even so, the Clubhouse and changing rooms were cleaner and in a better condition, and even the Muslim prayer room had signs in Korean!

Seeing this got me thinking about the talk of the week, namely: is Malaysia a secular state or not? When a question like this continues to be debated endlessly it means that we still have a long way to go as a country. It also means that we don’t have anything better to discuss.

Describing Malaysia differently doesn’t change the nature of its people. The sinner doesn’t become God-fearing just because Malaysia renames itself. Proclaiming a Kingdom of God on Earth doesn’t make its inhabitants holy. This is exactly the kind of superficial nonsense that gives everyone a bad name.

Speaking of crossing bridges, I have now arrived on Penang Island and a different kind of gloom has set in. Penang—the island in the sun, the Pearl of the Orient, is gone. The place I knew in the 1970s when I was selling Scotch Tape door-to-door has disappeared. Then, it was a small close-knit community with lots of open spaces. There was a certain kampung aura and experience within a stone’s throw from George Town. Today, even Balik Pulau is no longer a kampung.

Chief Minister Lim Guan Eng must protect the heritage and the special uniqueness that makes Penang what it is. There’s no purpose in turning it into another Singapore or, God forbid, another Bangsar full of the same overpriced shops catering to the same under-employed hipsters.

Penang needs to get its cultural and environmental affairs in order so that we can salvage something of history and keep it blazing into the future. It’s far too easy to emulate Singapore: all we need are a couple of rich developers and bankers and we’ll have a shiny new mini-Singapore clone. It’s more difficult to have a reasonable amount of development with diversity, beauty and most importantly the same unique identity that makes Penang special.

Development mustn’t alienate the average member of the community: foreigners are the only people who can afford to live in million-ringgit condominiums. We can’t and shouldn’t turn back the clock or run away from the change that the future brings—but we must plan well and manage our expectations.

Case in point: the traffic here is perhaps amongst the worst in the country. Maybe the state government should consider a surcharge on interstate cars brought on the island. This will bring an immediate reduction in traffic, but I suspect that a lot of the chaos also has to do with the haphazard way Penangites like to drive.

Penang is like an alluring beauty. It can afford to be different—actually I’d say that its allure lies in the fact that it is different. I hope it remains so.

On a side note, I’ve been told that some golfers in Penang have taken their Club to court because the management barred golfers from walking (i.e. they must always use a buggy). This is a welcome challenge. We must not allow owners to change the basic nature of the game for commercial expedience. Golf is a walking game, and this should be the norm unless of course golfers are unable to walk, in which case exceptions should be made for them.

In this, I am pleased that the Royal Selangor Golf Club keeps the walking tradition. The argument that walking will slow down the game is true, but if that’s the nature of golf so be it. If we want speed we should go into F1 racing or something.

A few of the old-timers met me at the E&O Hotel for drinks. They were doctors and lawyers but their main interest was golf. The problem with having a discussion with fellow golfers is their tendency to digress and not a single subject is spared their scrutiny and analysis. They even reshuffle the Cabinet sometimes, although in this case I tried to steer them to the most relevant topic at hand: how do we rate the best golfers of all time? Can we ever establish a set of criteria so we can have a definitive method of arriving at the answer?

The Tiger Woods faithful and the large army of Jack Nicklaus supporters have no problem with the question. For Jack’s supporters it’s the number of Majors won and that to them is the only accurate measure. Tiger’s followers also agree that we should use the Majors as the criterion, and if in doubt evaluate the number of other tournaments won. They are confident that in five years Tiger will overtake Jack’s 18 Majors.

I am inclined to see the question as futile. It’s good only as a way to while away the time on the 19th hole. How does one measure the champions who come from a different era? They played the game under different circumstances with different equipment. Bobby Jones did not play professional golf at all and only played for a few years, yet he won all the big ones: the British Open, the US Open and the Amateur Championships. No one can say for sure what his ranking would be had he remained a professional, playing the game week in, week out like professionals now do.

Then we have champions like Willie Park Sr who won the inaugural British Open in 1860 and who was almost unbeatable in Scotland in that era. Where do we put the likes of Old Tom Morris and his son Young Tom, who won a combined total of seven British Opens using the mashie, niblick, and spoon in the mid-19th century, as compared to the latest clubs powered by modern technology that are used today?

Even in the modern era there are huge differences of opinion as to whether Nick Faldo was better than Seve Ballesteros, or if Tom Watson was better than Ben Hogan. They were all specially gifted players who brought tremendous joy and refinement to the game. It’s unnecessary for us to bang tables to determine the indeterminable.

As a compromise, I say we compile a list of the top 10 male players who have graced the modern game. I would name, not necessarily in any order, Jack Nicklaus, Arnold Palmer, Bobby Jones, Walter Hagen, Ben Hogan, Tiger Woods, Seve Ballesteros, Sam Snead, Harry Vardon and Gary Player. This is definitely a contentious list and I am prepared to engage in more discussions with readers. The women’s list is pretty straightforward. If I were to name the top 10 women players, they would be: Mickey Wright, Babe Zaharias, Louise Suggs, Patty Berg, Nancy Lopez, Annika Sörenstam, Karrie Webb, Juli Inkster and Yani Tseng and Pak Se Ri.

When you have lawyers in any discussion there’ll be no end to it, only long-winded arguments. But we have a way of solving problems in the legal fraternity, which is to agree to disagree. It’s not quite a solution, more like a cop-out, but for now this will have to do.
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GAINING CONFIDENCE

Home, Petaling Jaya, April 2012

I have a couple of tips for the average high-handicapper. By “average” I mean those golfers who play 100 to 105 over 18 holes. I belong to this distinguished category.

Some golf teachers will tell you that, for the approach shot, you should use one club stronger. In other words, say that if you are 130 yards away and you normally use a 7-iron, try using a 6 and hit it easier. I’ve heard this “hit it easier” thing many times and it’s driving me mad.

When you change your club, the rhythm and tempo of your swing will change too. I, for one, am not versatile enough to compensate quickly enough. So why not use the same club that you’ve always used for that distance? I’d prefer the 7-iron just as I always have, and I’d hit it the same way. Not easier, not stronger.

The other bit of “advice” that I can’t comprehend is this: “You’re looking up. Don’t move your head.” Yes, it’s a terrible shot I’ve just played but don’t say “I’m looking up” because I’m not. It’s a bad shot for another reason. And besides, how on earth do you swing a golf club without moving your head?

As for “look at the ball”, yes we all try to do that but even the great Ben Hogan loses sight of the ball somewhere in the down swing. Perhaps the trick is simply to “slow down” at the top of the swing, which might be better advice than some of the other tips I have been given by my many golf teachers. See how the Japanese star Ai Miyazato does it: if we can do it the same way, I’m sure we can strike the ball in good time and let it fly the way all good players do.

My real tip is this: play as often as you can, which means at least three times a week. I believe it was one of the greats, Ben Hogan, who said that the best exercise for golfers is golfing. You’ll say that you have no time or your wife won’t let you and there’ll be 10 other reasons we can all come up with not to do it. It’s up to you, really, but practice is important to your golfing future.

When you play often, as I do, you won’t necessarily become a better player in terms of your score. You will, however, overcome the greatest affliction golfers suffer: a lack of confidence. Studies have shown that the most difficult part of the game is to find the “tranquility” in your system that will allow you to execute a proper golf swing. In other words, we need to keep thinking positively. Every good golf teacher will tell you that when you’re playing a shot, a negative thought is pure poison.

So how do we reach this level of confidence? Not from the scorecards surely, because even good players play well only occasionally in the beginning—they too need time to build up to the same level of success. It’s the same for high-handicappers. Only by playing many times a week will we improve our chances of getting a few pars.

Confidence comes from playing day in, day out. Why are professional golfers always confident and positive? It’s because they play all the time. So, although I’m a bad golfer, I am a confident one. I have no fear when I am on the course.

Can one be a confident player with loads of positive thoughts but still be a bad golfer? Of course. You also need other things too to be a good golfer: a good swing technique, a strong athletic body, concentration and focus. But if you’re like me, the chances of a good swing will always be remote. I will never break 95 no matter how many times I go to the driving range or how many professional teachers I seek.

The two attributes we all should have are confidence and positive thinking, which no one can take away. Unfortunately, there’s no scorecard that measures these qualities in a golfer— but if you have it, then I think you’ve achieved something rare in the game.

Don’t get me wrong. What you need to be is a confident player, not merely an optimistic one. A confident player is one who at some time in the past has hit a successful shot and knows that he or she can do it again. An optimistic player merely hopes the next shot will be a good one but has actually rarely achieved it. You have to be a confident player to enjoy the game, and this can be done only if you play every day.

An example of a confident player is my friend Mat Dunhill. I can’t say that he has a good swing technique or that his swing looks good on video. He’s a better player than I am, but what stands out is his confidence. Even when he’s putting for an eight he’ll still study the green like a pro. He never gives up and he’s an inspiration for other high-handicappers around him.

He thinks he will break 90 one day. Maybe he will.
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ONE OF THE BEST COURSES IN MALAYSIA

Bukit Besi, Terengganu, October 2012

The Tasik Puteri Golf and Country Club is a resort course in the small town of Bukit Besi, Terengganu. Note that there is another establishment with exactly the same name in Bandar Tasik Puteri in Rawang, Selangor, which is a 27-hole course. The Terengganu one is an 18-hole par 72.

I left Kota Bharu at around 5am but got there only around 8am thanks to the Barisan Nasional and the superb East Coast Highway. If the highway had been extended to Kelantan, I would have got there a lot sooner. And if the Barisan had been magnanimous and included Kelantan in the development project, they might have regained the state by now.

But life is not about ifs, and anyway the last time I was in this little town was 45 years ago when The Beatles were topping the charts almost every week.

I have mixed feelings whenever I pass through Terengganu. If you take the coastal road you’ll have a fantastic view of the sea, the deeply tanned fishermen in their boats, and the swaying coconut trees along the shore. It’s all very calming, but the scenery in other parts of the state can be rather boring. There are just too many oil palm trees everywhere.

Remembering the past can be a hard thing to do. When I was young I would travel to Bukit Besi to see my mother once a year. The bus journey from Kota Bharu to Dungun took almost the whole day. It was very tiring, what with the emotional difficulty of being separated from my mum.

There were no bridges linking the coastal towns of Terengganu in those days so we had to cross many rivers via wooden ferries. These crossings could be dangerous, especially during the monsoon months. From Dungun I would take a slow train to Bukit Besi.

There is no longer any rail service there now, and what was once the largest iron ore mine in South East Asia has become a golf course. I have made this visit in some ways to allow me to remember the days when I was young—but I could hardly recognise Bukit Besi when I got there. Little of what it is today matched the fond memories that I have treasured for so long.

In those days the mining company would provide staff quarters for all their workers, so there were rows and rows of houses. Some of the higher-ranking staff lived in better quarters, which were painted with different sets of colours. The town centre was bustling and there was a large hall where people gathered for drinks in the evening, and musicians would perform there every night. One of my mum’s friends had two children who played trumpet at these gigs. They would bring me along as their guest.

It’s different now. I took a drive around the area and hardly recognised it. It was all very quiet. I think some local companies are still mining the area but there is nothing of the activity that this town had seen in my youth. A local told me that Bukit Besi had about 5,000 residents but I just couldn’t see them anywhere. In fact, the only visible development was the golf resort.

I got in a bit early and had to wait for the receptionist to arrive. There was no caddie available, which was surprising considering that there must have been many young boys they could have trained up to earn something part-time. Again I thought that if young Malaysians were encouraged both to caddie and play, we might find a well of talent that we so desperately need to kick-start our lacklustre golfing.

That said, the course was simply magnificent—although one must be prepared to lose quite a few balls. I lost 11 of my new yellow ones, which led me to wonder if I should keep playing with new sets every time. I’ve detailed my aversion to second-hand balls earlier in these pages: it’s like ordering wagyu beef only to drown it in ketchup. It’s just not done.

But maybe I need to rethink my golfing philosophy after today’s debacle.

Then again, there might have been something else going on. I’ll confess that I was more than a little uneasy when I lost one ball after another on that beautiful course. I sent a few clearly into the woods but I swear that I saw where the ball landed after several wayward shots.

When I got there, however, it would be gone.

I spoke to Naim, one of the workers who was plying the course with his new grass-cutter. He said the place was keras, implying the presence of spirits, and suggested that I should take it easy and not complain or it would get worse. Good advice. Say what you will about such things but there are certain places in Malaysia and Indonesia that will give even the most fearsome rationalist the creeps.

Moving on to more material things, I hope the Terengganu state agency responsible for the course will keep it in a good condition. The first hole was dangerously steep, as were a few others subsequently. I suggest that the management reduce the gradient at these holes simply from the perspective of public safety, and they should also keep their buggies properly serviced lest a serious accident happens.

A new Clubhouse was being constructed when I visited, and let’s hope that there will be enough money for the managers to spend on appropriate safety features too, for this is a gem that Terengganu can truly be proud of. The course can be narrow at places but it will test your grit more than once.

The staff was very obliging too. One of the workers volunteered to show me a place in the kampung where I could have nasi minyak for breakfast. The receptionist was equally gracious and allowed me to have a shower in one of the VIP rooms, even after I insisted that I wasn’t one.

Notwithstanding the lost balls, I don’t think I played at my regular level that day, but I left Tasik Puteri delighted to have found one of the best courses in the country.

I saw many workers attending to maintenance. What was gratifying was that they were all locals, which I found out by speaking to them as I went from hole to hole. Some of the women workers were understandably shy when I asked them about their work but others were quite forthcoming. Also, new grass-cutters and rollers were being used, suggesting that the owner was spending money on the course and equipment.

It’s quite easy to tell if a golf course has a future or not. If workers are busy attending to their duties and money is being put in the right places, then we can safely say that the course is in a good condition and will continue to be so in the future.
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A DIGRESSION WHILE PREPARING FOR THE OPEN

Home, Petaling Jaya, October 2012

I haven’t the heart to go golfing today or to tell you stories of my adventures because the newspapers have ruined my mood. I’ve just learnt that the Education Ministry will now hire teachers only from amongst those who have passed their examinations with flying colours. Officials say that this will ensure that the quality of teaching will improve over time.

I fully agree, except that what we need most urgently from teachers is the right attitude. This has become more important than their educational qualifications. The reason I say this is because some Orang Asli parents from Gua Musang have just lodged police reports on a teacher who slapped four 12-year-old schoolgirls for not reciting the doa (Muslim prayer) before and after meals. The girls were not Muslim.

It doesn’t matter if the teacher has nine distinctions at SPM or a first-class honours degree. He or she is utterly useless as a teacher and clearly does not understand what it means to teach.

Even if the girls were Muslim, the act of slapping them because of some perceived failure in their religious observance puts this teacher in the class of the babbling Taliban warrior. A responsible teacher with the right attitude might have asked the girls to say a prayer in their own language and religion, if at all, according to the girls’ own beliefs. But this teacher wasn’t the responsible type. He or she was just an ignorant fool in a position of power.

In recent years we’ve heard of the school principal in Johor who described her Chinese and Indian pupils as penumpang (passengers) in Malaysia, and likened Indians to dogs. Not long after, another principal in Kedah told her Chinese pupils to “go back to China”.

Here are examples of principals patently unfit for the job of teaching. If these are the “leaders” of the teaching profession, then I am appalled to think about the teachers who look up to them. If teachers believe that pupils have disciplinary problems, then they should use the remedial measures that have been tried and tested over generations of Malaysian education. But here we have teachers who attack their pupils because of perceived differences of religion, race and political ideology. What are we? A Nazi state?

Then there was the case in November 2011 involving an Indian boy, aged 11, in Johor who was slapped eight times by his teacher for allegedly tampering with his report card (which the boy denies). Why do teachers like slapping their pupils so much? Politicians go on and on about “nurturing the young” but I think that the wooly-headed authorities have failed singularly to provide proper teacher-training—unless slapping children and telling them to go back to China is what “nurturing” means today.

I am sorry to have digressed. Okay, back to golf. My chief problem right now concerns family logistics for the 2013 British Open, which begins on 14 July in Muirfield, Scotland. I think all golf-lovers should try to take leave to watch this great event, but unfortunately the Muslim fasting month will also begin around that time.

I have tried to convince Suliana that, as Muslim travellers, we are musafir, and thus we have the flexibility to skip fasting when we have serious travelling to do (although we must repay the days that are missed). This approach hasn’t worked so far, which means that we would have to fast for more than 18 hours before arriving in Muirfield.

This will indeed be challenging for an ordinary mortal like me. I may have to resort to writing to the Imam of the Grand Mosque in Mecca for a ruling. If a Muslim is traveling to the northern part of Europe in the summer, surely it will be hazardous to his health if he were to fast for 20 hours or so.

Well there is a solution, according to a Scottish restaurant owner I met last year: we shall fast according to the time in our home country. The idea is that, as we are Malaysians in Scotland, we will fast according to Malaysian time. As proof he cited the fact that many Saudi Arabian students come to his restaurant and break their fast according to the clocks back home. I took this story with a grain of salt but there is no harm in making enquiries of the Imam either.

If you’re considering attending the British Open in Scotland itself (as opposed to watching it on TV), please don’t go for the expensive hospitality packages. They really are no fun at all. I know some people have lots of money and are accustomed to certain creature comforts but, believe me, it’s much more exciting to walk all over the course and rest at many different spots, even when the weather turns nasty.

It’s Scotland. Get out into the open air instead of being cloistered in an expensive tent with a limited view of the game. Talking and meeting fellow-travellers from all over the world, as well as the colourful locals, will also make for a wonderful experience.

Of course you’ll need a raincoat and an umbrella but that’s not such a bother. The salty air, wind and the rain provide for a unique experience that you can only get at the Open in Scotland. It’s heartbreaking in the fasting month, though—you can smell the hamburgers being grilled to perfection in the open fields but you can’t eat them!

Well, if anyone has suggestions about how I might resolve my predicament (i.e., the fasting bit) please let me know.




53
[image: image]
SURABAYA AND GOLFING DIPLOMACY

Home, Petaling Jaya, October 2012

“I think I am getting better at golf because I am hitting fewer spectators.” ~ Gerald Ford

The last time I played golf in Surabaya was many years ago, so I thought it was high time I paid that Javanese city another visit. Early January is generally a good time to go and it’s a wonderful place for golf, with international-grade golf courses such as the Finna Golf and Country Club and the Ciputra Golf Club.

My earlier trip was also memorable because it was in Surabaya that I won a small prize, perhaps a ballsweep, while playing with my friends from STAROBA. It’s not every day (or year, for that matter) that I win something and so I remember that trip well. I am capable of winning a game of golf—it’s just hard to imagine it when you see me play.

Surabaya is also the home of Sukarni and Pak Cik Herman, my loyal house assistants. They have been with us for many years and we are very fortunate to have them. We pay for their travel home every two years, and they’re quite happy.

Suliana used to fly back and forth to Surabaya or some town nearby when she was doing some business consultancy work for an Indonesian industrialist, and I remember the ordeal she had to go through. Most of the time she had to fly to Singapore, and would have to change planes and rush from terminal to terminal. This was long before we had direct flights to Surabaya from Kuala Lumpur—certainly well before the age of Air Asia and “Now Everyone Can Fly”.

I liked playing golf in Ciputra partly because of the many friendly bunkers designed (if I’m not mistaken) by Jack Nicklaus that adorn the fairways. They are friendly because they are somewhat flat and it’s easy to get the ball out. You can almost treat it like a sandy fairway. I remember using my 3-wood in the bunker with some success.

Finna was more complex and challenging but beautiful in other ways. It’s a secluded course that’s very different from others I’ve played on: you’ll see lemongrass along the fairways and the greens are well decorated with flowers and small plants. You feel as if you’re playing in a rural setting, and you actually have a view of the padi fields in some parts of the course. There’s lots of tropical flora and the kampung atmosphere is magnificent. Travel time from the airport to Finna is approximately an hour.

I’ve decided to assemble a few friends for the game in Surabaya. I’ve also decided that a “new” Zaid will play the game—and he’s someone who’s more combative and serious. There’ll be bets on every hole, like the way the people in Kota Bharu play. We won’t need to keep score as it’ll be a match-play where wagers are cashed after every hole.

This is the system I’d recommend to all golfers. Cashing out after every hole will avoid putting friendships in danger or even spouses quarrelling on the course. There can be no excuse for not having your wallet that day, and no dispute as to the number of strokes players are entitled to. Just pay up when you lose or the game is over. Swift and decisive. That’s the Kelantanese way.

Well, I’m spending all this time planning the Surabaya trip because I’ve had to cancel my game at home here today. It’s raining cats and dogs. It’s probably global warming or one of the strange weather patterns that occasionally causes havoc in the tropics.

There should certainly be more rain in places like Afghanistan and Pakistan where droughts are driving people to desperation. Maybe one day technology will be able to direct rain clouds hither and thither so that there can be more equity in the global distribution of rain and fresh water.

Speaking of Afghanistan and Pakistan has got me thinking. Just this morning I was listening to the imam at the local mosque extolling Muslims to strengthen themselves against “enemies who are out to destroy us”. A few hours later CNN reported that more than 40 people died at a mosque in Afghansitan after Eid al-Adha prayers.

This was the work of a fellow-Muslim—a suicide bomber. You can be assured that more Muslims die at the hands of other Muslims than at the hands of mysterious “enemies”. So what shall we do about it?

There is obviously a great divide amongst Muslims. What we need to do first is to answer two simple questions: what are we Muslims looking for, and who can help us? Unless we know what’s important for the community, it will be impossible to achieve the unity of the Ummah that all these imams and political leaders preach.

The call for Muslims to unite, which we hear in mosques every time we celebrate Hari Raya, fails to address the real question: what is the unity for? The Afghan suicide bomber— and those inspired by him—must understand the real purpose and objectives Muslims are fighting for. Violence is no answer, and these so-called holy warriors are merely mass murderers.

I wish the Americans would build golf courses in the countries they conquer (or “occupy” if conquer is too strong for their taste). If they made the game part of their foreign policy agenda, who knows? It might bring more peace to the Middle East and Afghanistan than all the United Nations diplomats combined.

I’m only half-joking, by the way. I’m thinking of golf in terms of soft diplomacy. It’s a subtle and inoffensive game enjoyed by cultures as diverse as Europeans and Japanese. Just as we once had durian-eating sessions in Malaysia to rebuild trust after the 1969 riots, I believe we can use golf for a noble cause.

In the Middle East, Dubai has pioneered building world-class golf courses and organising international tournaments. Abu Dhabi has followed suit and even Qatar now has a golf course. I’m unsure if Saudi Arabia will be as enthusiastic about the game, but the desert is no longer a hindrance to building golf courses. There’s an abundance of water now that desalination technology has been perfected, and it’s not too difficult to convert sand into lush fairways. The only cultural adjustment Middle Easterners have to make is to their attire: it must be difficult to swing a golf club in their traditional robes, but if their footballers can dress like every other modern football pro when playing, then surely they can do the same when golfing.

It’s a bit more problematic with women, but let’s sort out the men first, seeing as Arab men like to take precedence anyway.
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AT THE ROYAL KAMPUNG KUANTAN

Bukit Rotan, Selangor, June 2012

At the suggestion of my friend Dr Rosli, we set off to play at the Royal Kampung Kuantan Golf and Country Club. It’s on the way to Kuala Selangor but the many tolled highways have made it easier to get there compared to when I first visited the course about 12 years ago.

Established in 1910, it is (I think) the second-oldest golf club in the country. When I got there I realised that not much had changed since my last visit. It was still a narrow nine-hole, cow-grass course with many drains and small ponds all over the place.

The drains criss-crossing the fairways were still a bother to most golfers, but the one traversing the first hole par four made it quite interesting. You have to drive over 190m to be safe. If you’ve played golf for 30 years and you can’t cross the 190m-mark then it’s time for a serious reflection about your future in golf. Take up darts or something.

But the narrow fairways were just too narrow for me and I would’ve enjoyed them a lot more had they been expanded. This Club, like so many Malaysian small-town Clubs, was built during the British colonial era. The architecture, the lifestyle— all the little things they left behind—should be cherished and preserved. That’s what history is all about. We must remember and appreciate our past so that we can have the continuity of experience that’s essential to the future of a nation like ours.

However, with such small memberships and tiny monthly subscriptions most of these Clubs are simply unable to maintain themselves in these expensive times. The truth is that poor incomes affect the majority of golfing establishments in Malaysia, which is why the Koreans are taking them over one after another. I am thankful that they are helping to keep these places alive, but it’s also shameful that Malaysians don’t know how to take care of their own heritage.

That’s the problem isn’t it? In Malaysia we don’t care about our own past. To cover this weakness we’ve made “history” a compulsory subject in schools. All you have to do is memorise a few politically-correct statements and regurgitate them verbatim during your exams and lo! You will get a credit and our collective history and heritage will be preserved.

The Kampung Kuantan area is already famous for its firefly observation park, which is a great attraction to nature-lovers. I hope that our environmental protection authorities will see to it that the area remains free from the smog and industrial waste that can kill everything, not least the lovable firefly.

Of course I think it will be better for tourism in Selangor if the state were to add the golf course to its list of attractions. Combine golf fanatics with budding naturalists and you’ll have a good crowd coming up to this part of the state every weekend—and that’s to say nothing about the heavenly seafood at Pasir Penambang and adjacent areas.

There’s plenty to enjoy in this part of Selangor, so I’ll say it again: Menteri Besar Tan Sri Khalid Ibrahim should start playing golf. Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim, the Economic Advisor to the Selangor Government, is also not a golfer and I foresee a potential problem in the national development of golf if he becomes Prime Minister. So, I suggest that Anwar starts picking up the game too. Play with Khalid, perhaps.

One way to change people’s perceptions is of course to wear a sharp suit, and Anwar was always a snazzy dresser when he was Deputy Prime Minister. Even so, his relationship with Singaporean leaders (many of whom play golf) will be on a better footing if they can invite him to play a round at Sentosa. Besides, chances are that his future Cabinet colleagues from PAS and DAP will not play the game, so he can’t send representatives to take his place.

My caddie today has a long name but he was happy that I should just call him Thambi. His right arm is lifeless on account of an accident 14 years ago, so he pushes the trolley and picks up the clubs with his left hand. He’s a good caddie, who tells me that I’m not finishing my swing.

“Why are you digging the ball?” he asked. This is one of the most pertinent observations I have ever heard about my golf.

There are so many caddies available here and that’s good for the Club. But it also shows how many of these young boys just don’t have any other job. Thambi and his 12 friends (all Indian youngsters) carry golf bags over the nine holes just to earn RM24. There’s no assurance they can get any golfers on weekdays, although things usually look up over the weekend. Once in a while they’ll meet a generous golfer who tips them well—but how many golfers are generous?

I always feel for the Indians in my country. The Chinese have their money and, more importantly, their strong clan and community associations that act as de facto social welfare in times of need. The Malays of course have everything, including the law, and they have cleverly described themselves as beggars in their own country in order to elicit more pity.

But what do the Indians have? Politicians will visit temples and Tamil schools when they want their votes, but has anyone done anything serious to raise the living standards of poor and marginalised folk? It’s time for political leaders to forget about the TV cameras for a moment, and just plan some real development to eradicate the obvious poverty amongst people like the young Indian boys I met at Kampung Kuantan and in so many other parts of the country.

As I said, I did cross the 190m-mark on the first hole with my driver, but when I drive well, something else will inevitably break. Sure enough, I pulled the second shot out of bounds over the fence on the left side. The misery continued and I got a 10 for the first hole. Somehow I was able to regroup and managed the best score of four bogeys over nine holes. Dr R got four pars and several bogeys. Ah well.

We said goodbye to Thambi and his friends and drove off to Pasir Penambang for the best crabs and fish balls to be had. I gave Thambi and the other caddie generous tips after the game. He was grateful and smiled broadly. He asked if I would come and play the game at Kampung Kuantan again. It was hard to tell him that it would be a while before I would return, as it’s not such an attractive nine holes. Even now it only bears a remnant of the past, which will soon be forgotten. No one cares to preserve these things.
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A CAR ON THE FAIRWAY

Pengkalan Hulu, Perak, October 2012

“In a recent survey, 80 per cent of the golfers admitted cheating. The other 20 per cent lied.” ~ Bruce Lansky

The northern part of Perak is the place to go for outdoor recreation. The Royal Belum State Park, the Temenggor lakes and the picnic areas around Grik contain some wonderful attractions and there are many hiking trails to choose from.

It’s one of my life’s regrets that I was unable to join my late friend Vic on a camping trip to the Belum Park. He told me about the wonderful experience of being immersed in the serenity of the forest. We had agreed to go another time, but there wasn’t another time. Vic passed away soon after.

Although my alma mater, Sekolah Tuanku Abdul Rahman, is in Ipoh, there aren’t many places I particularly like around the town. There are some historical sites, of course, like the famous Buddhist temples and the ancient limestone caves, and there’s the Lost World of Tambun if you have money to burn.

This time I was able to persuade Suliana to accompany me to the Pengkalan Hulu Golf Course. I was under the mistaken impression that this remote establishment was in Grik but it was actually 50 kilometres even farther than that. It’s almost near the Thai border-town of Betong.

We arrived on a Sunday morning and expected many golfers to be lining up for the game but there were, in fact, only a few of them. Some of them were Thais living across the border and they were all very friendly. The office and the pro shop were closed so they suggested that we should play first and pay later, though they didn’t say whom we should pay.

There was a diminutive chap they called Nim who was repairing the buggy. He told us that it was RM54 for the game plus a buggy. I enquired if we could have caddies but there were none—the last time they had caddies was many years ago. Some Orang Asli boys used to come to the course as caddies to earn a little extra for their families, but they no longer did so. I thought perhaps that they’d moved to some of the newer townships and villages built for their community.

Everyone moves to new places now. It’s a sign of the times. Nim is from Nepal and repairs old buggies for a few hundred ringgit a month. He’s been with the Club for two years now.

As expected, the nine-hole pure cow-grass course could have done with some serious maintenance. The Clubhouse occupied a new building that had recently been given a fresh coat of paint. Maybe the money went to the Clubhouse and not the course (a common practice in Malaysia).

I spied some locals playing and thought that they were probably officers from the Territorial Army’s border regiment camp nearby, but even with them around the course looked desolate and abandoned. That said, it had a few attractive holes, and the second par four was one of them. It was only 204m long and ran downhill. I was able to drive close to the green and got my first par. The other holes were not as playable as we would have liked, and the greens were small and hard with extremely ragged surfaces, making it impossible to read the putt.

We both played well on the seventh par five hole but were not as enthusiastic coming to the eighth. It was also a long par five, but there was a Proton Saga on the course just ahead of us. A car full of passengers on the golf course! This was the first time we had ever witnessed such a travesty. It’s precisely this utter disregard for simple rules that has become almost a national trait among Malaysians.

We don’t follow rules when it suits us not to. Look at our political leaders. They have no respect for rules. They bribe people openly during election campaigns and yet expect others to be “ethical” and “proper”. With leaders like these, it’s no wonder that the driver of the Proton Saga had no qualms putting his car on the fairway of a golf course.

In the same vein, what I’ve found very irritating lately has been the arguments put forward in support of the Automated Enforcement System (i.e. the camera system run by a private company to catch and fine traffic offenders).

Leaving aside the problem of subcontracting law enforcement to a profit-oriented crony, the fines imposed are extremely prohibitive and will cause hardship to most low-income wage-earners. And yet supporters argue that deterrent fines will ensure that people will obey traffic rules. If that’s the reason, isn’t it better to educate road-users on why traffic rules are necessary in the first place?

People need to be taught ethical standards if we want to live in a society of law-abiding citizens. But we don’t even have civics lessons in schools any more because the Government doesn’t really want a civic-minded (and therefore more independent and critical) people. Punishment is the only way the Government knows to enforce the law. Besides, punishment now makes money.

What’s sickening is that the authorities, in cahoots with cronies, are taking advantage of the cultural and behavioural weaknesses of Malaysians. They don’t provide a civic education and when people inevitably break rules as a result, these companies make large profits by imposing fines on the people. This is patently immoral.

Of course there must be punishment for infringements of the law and fines should be reasonable—but this has to come later; and even so, fines should be Government revenue, not private profit.

The first thing we need to do is to educate the people, as I said. Why do we think there are thousands of unpaid traffic summonses every year? And to make things worse, why must the Police offer an annual “amnesty programme” and even discounts just to make people pay their fines? Obviously this encourages people not to pay in anticipation of future discounts, or have they not thought of that?

The answer is that Malaysians generally don’t think that they have done anything wrong even when they do. In the same way, the authorities see nothing wrong in surrendering their law-enforcement duties to private companies, which in turn see nothing wrong in making money by fining their “customers”.

If the Government had a greater insight into the problems of the people, it would have known by now that what the people need is a serious understanding of right and wrong. Malaysians need to understand the importance of being considerate to others and to do nothing to impair the condition of public spaces and property.

These are basic values and it’s appalling to think that we have lost them. But it’s only when we can return these values to our society that we can shed this ridiculous punitive mentality. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see how wrong things are today.

Well, all this made me hungry and we went to look for a good lunch. Our friends on the course told us about a certain nasi padang shop that was supposedly quite good. We found out later that it wasn’t even close to nasi padang—it was just plain nasi campur—but I guess the nasi padang “brand” is important even here in Pengakalan Hulu.
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MY FAVOURITE COURSE

Bali, Indonesia, December 2010

If I have to choose the one golf course where I would play my last game, it would be a toss-up between the Pan Pacific Nirwana Bali Resort near Tanah Lot in Bali and the Mauna Lani Resort in Hawaii. It’s a difficult choice but perhaps Tanah Lot, which is where I’m writing this, will get my vote because of its proximity and the deep spirituality of the place.

“Tanah Lot” refers to a rock formation on which an old temple was built. The structure started to break apart in the 1980s, but the far-sighted and generous Japanese Government stepped in to help. The restoration work, costing millions of dollars, has been completed and Tanah Lot once again draws thousands of visitors from all over the world.

Some come to see and admire the restoration itself, while others seek to experience the same spiritual force that inspired the 15th-century Hindu priest to build the temple. The seventh hole at the golf resort offers players a full view of everything, and seeing the temple at sunset is an indescribable experience.

There are other reasons why this is my favourite course: there’s the seclusion and isolation from the development that is otherwise overtaking Bali. Also, the course was designed by Greg Norman—one of my favourite designers—and he kept the Balinese padi fields as part of the landscape, while lush trees complement the view of the Indian Ocean.

Yes, it’s a very pricey place to play golf—so is Mauna Lani—but if we can somehow ignore the bill, then it’s probably the best place to play. The fairways are magnificent and the view is magical. Do try to visit at least once, if you can.

Thinking about the Tanah Lot temple, I wonder what could possibly have motivated a foreign government (i.e. the Japanese) to help provide expertise and millions of dollars to restore and reconstruct a rock temple in a faraway land? It wasn’t out of religious solidarity, for this is a Hindu temple and the Japanese are overwhelmingly Shinto Buddhist.

Perhaps the Japanese are great believers in history and value human heritage wherever they find it. Perhaps they consider human heritage to consist of one and only one universal heritage, and they saw it as a duty to help the Balinese preserve and protect their history. Whatever the case, there’s absolutely no doubt that the Tanah Lot temple would have disappeared into the sea without the Japanese.

I mentioned my admiration for Japan elsewhere, particularly for its food and culture. But even in politics I believe they can teach us some lessons. Former Prime Minster Yoshihiko Noda, for example, agreed to call for elections earlier than scheduled if the Opposition were to support some of his long-term plans. He wanted Parliament to be given the power to issue more bonds to cover the growing deficit and he wanted a commitment from the Opposition to agree that the next Government would redraw electoral boundaries to avoid growing disparities between urban and rural voters. He was thinking about the interests of his country and was ready to lose his job for it. When the Opposition agreed, he dissolved Parliament as he had promised. And as predicted by many of his supporters, he lost. This is the kind of politician we need in our country too.

Contrast their attitudes and values to, say, the Saudi Arabs who have an opposite mindset. The Saudis seem interested only in building the newest, largest and “bling-iest” structures. They don’t care about history and heritage.

As I write this, they are rebuilding Masjid al-Nabawi (i.e. the Prophet’s Mosque—it’s where he was buried) in Medina. They want to turn it into the largest building in the world capable of accommodating 1.6 million worshippers. In doing so, they will destroy the 15th-century green dome and will level the graves of the Prophet Muhammad as well as the first two Rashidun Caliphs, Abu Bakar and Umar al-Khattab. I’d say that, by the time you read this, it will already have been done.

I understand the need to cater to the needs of the growing number of Muslim pilgrims around the world. This requires building and expansion, and both Mecca and Medina did need some serious redevelopment, but I believe that humanity must preserve its important archaeological and historic sites lest we become rootless and ignorant of the past.

The Saudis, however, have a justification for all their demolition. As strict adherents to the puritanical Wahabi movement, they believe all marked graves to be idolatrous. By extension, historical conservation leads to idolatry and so very little of either Mecca or Medina today is older than a hundred years, which is when the Saudi tribes came to power. Some Muslim critics call this mass cultural vandalism while others describe it as the wholesale conversion of Islam’s two holiest cities into a gigantic Las Vegas.

I believe the Saudi Kingdom is preparing for the day when it no longer has oil money. It expects that the Muslim faithful will number 17 million in 2025, and I believe it wishes to capitalise financially on the religious obligation of all Muslims to make a pilgrimage to the holy cities at least once in their lifetimes.

This is why they’re not just bulldozing things but are replacing them with malls, skyscrapers, gigantic hotels, apartments and so forth. In the process, I believe they have erased 95 per cent of the country’s ancient buildings and structures from reality.

The huge Jabal Omar development has already caused the destruction of the historic Ajyad fortress built by the Ottoman Emperors. The place where the holy Prophet was born is now a library, and the house of Khatijah (the Prophet’s first and most influential wife) is a public toilet. Of the seven mosques built to commemorate the Battle of the Trench when the Prophet defended Medina (against odds of 10:3), only two are left.

But money can buy silence, as can the threat of reducing a nation’s annual quota of Hajj pilgrims (yes, they have quotas too over there), so there’s hardly a peep from any of the world’s Muslim governments.

It’s really not that difficult to understand this Saudi mentality. The Wahabi aversion to syirik (or shirk, in Arabic) demands that pre-emptive strikes must be undertaken against anything that can possibly lead to idolatry or ascribing “partners” to God in a kind of polytheistic pantheon (we normally use “polytheism” as a shorthand for this).

This is why Muslim tombs make particularly good targets, and those who venerate historical Muslims (e.g. Shi’ites and Sufis) are fair game. The Taliban, whose Deobandi roots were influenced by Wahabi ideas, took the same puritanical and supremacist view of the Bamiyan Buddhas.

This is also why I wish we had more Muslim leaders like the late Abdurrahman Wahid (Gus Dur) who, as President of Indonesia, frequently exhorted his Muslim fellow-citizens to shape and define Islam according to their beliefs and cultures.

Why should the Saudis and their Wahabi friends—and not the 203 million Indonesian Muslims who outnumber all of them—shape and define this great religion? It’s time that the Ummah wakes up to the reality that Islam belongs to all Muslims collectively. The Saudis can style themselves as the Guardians of Mecca and Medinah, but to destroy the heritage of those cities is to destroy the heritage of all Islam.

I’ve extended my stay here in Tanah Lot. The rainy season makes it difficult to play. Enjoying the view is next to impossible too, what with thick clouds covering the entire sky. Maybe in a few days my old friend the sunset will be waiting for me again at the seventh hole.

It’s the magic of this place that I miss, even if reaching the green in a single shot requires a magic greater than any I can muster.
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THE TOUGHEST COURSE

Kluang, Johor, October 2012

Kluang wasn’t on my list of places to visit until a friend, Dr R, suggested that I play at the Kluang Golf Club, which he said was home to the toughest course in the country. Like Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad, I am easily fascinated by superlatives such as “biggest”, “largest” and “hardest”, so I decided to make the trip down south.

Yes, it is the hardest course in Malaysia.

I’d been to Kluang only once before in 2011 with the family when we went on a camping trip to Rompin. We stopped in Kluang, a small town then and now, on the way back. The town was pleasant, the people friendly, and the famous railway station had a lot of charm—but other than that I had no special feelings for it. Even the famous roti bakar at the railway station is too sweet for my liking.

My first impression of the Club wasn’t terribly inviting. Buggies weren’t allowed at the nine-hole course and, to make matters worse, no caddies were available when I got there. So Azmi the caddie master indulged me in some small-talk while we waited for one. He asked me about my political party, KITA, and wondered if I would contest at the upcoming General Election.

“I’ve retired from most things,” I said, “including politics. But KITA is open to any Malaysian. As a young fellow, you should sign up if you like.”

“Ha ha ha ha!” said he. “Politics is too dirty. I’d rather deal with caddies.”

There’s the truth of it. I’d rather deal with golf too.

Now, what makes this course unique and “the toughest” is the awfully steep slope we have to climb. To sedentary golfers like me (who usually play using a buggy), Kluang will prove to be a bit of a Himalayan expedition. The par-four fourth hole is the killer. We had to walk almost 50m uphill to get to the tee box, by which time I had no more strength left to pick up a club let alone swing it.

But, like most things, it got easier after that first climb. Some holes required quite a bit of walking from the previous green, which to my mind made this place unique in the whole constellation of the modern Malaysian golf courses.

My best performance (and that means a par) came on the short par three on the eighth hole. The trick is not to play long as the fast green will throw the ball down the ravine.

I got lucky and the ball stayed on the green. I think that luck has a lot to do with any outcome, whether in golf or some other thing. This is not to belittle hard work, but hard work can be thrown off by bad luck—and vice versa.

For example, just a hole before this par three was a long par four where the green was an island surrounded entirely by water. I skulled my chip on the third shot but it somehow landed on the green not too far from the hole. That chip shot was undeniably bad, but it missed the water and got up near the hole anyway. What is that if not luck?

The caddie fee for nine holes was just RM15. This was outright ridiculous, especially on a course as tough as this with no buggies allowed. These days, people become caddies because they can’t find any better work. To pay a caddie RM15 for nine holes (two hours’ work) means he gets RM7.50 an hour.

This is far too low in a country that has money to burn on a building that’s 118 storeys high. I now appeal to the Malaysian Golfers Association to take a serious look at how much caddies are being paid. They are doing a great service to the game and yet we treat them like indentured labourers.

Those who want to see golf progress as a sport will do well to be reminded that some of the world’s best golfers were once caddies too. Just look at Lee Trevino and Seve Ballesteros. They made the greatest achievements in golf not least because they were able to learn and harness their skills as caddies.

Why can’t we do the same for young golf enthusiasts in our country? Let them become caddies, encourage them to learn the game and give them ample opportunity to play. When we see talent sprouting in them, we can take them to the next level of support. That’s how we’ll progress.

As for the profession of it, caddies in Scotland charge quite a sum for their services—and why not? They aren’t just bag-carriers. They help enlighten us to new ways of understanding the game and they contribute positively to making us better players.

Why else do world-class players change caddies so often if they are merely porters? There is constant communication between the player and caddie. When they strike a chord, everything moves in complete harmony. Golf is about finding this harmony and, in my view, the absence of caddies greatly hampers players individually and the game as a whole.

On the way out of the Clubhouse I ran across someone who said he knew me. He lived in Sembrong, the constituency of Home Minister Dato’ Seri Hishammuddin Hussein. I ask him if he thought Hishamuddin would win at the next elections. He said “most certainly”.

He believed that the Johor Chinese were not as fanatical about DAP as others around the country. I assumed he must have been thinking that Malay votes would also remain intact for the Johor Barisan Nasional. It will be interesting to see if Johor Malays are really different from other Malays as is sometimes (apocryphally) claimed.

For now, I must say goodbye to Johor unless I can find a friend who can help me play in Labis. Not far from that town is a course owned by a plantation company, and I heard that it was a pretty nine-hole. I used to know some plantation owners when I was in Government but they’re all gone now. So, this is as big a hint as any: if you play in Labis and want some company, I’m the fellow.

But I must say that if your experience of Johor consists only of Johor Bahru, Iskandar Malaysia and Tuas, then small towns like Kluang and Labis will be a delight.
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GOLFING IN SINGAPORE

Singapore, February 2012

Over the years, I have played in all of the courses in Singapore but the only one that has retained my loyalty is the Singapore Island Country Club (SICC). This course reminds me of the Royal Selangor Golf Club (they both came into being at about the same time in the 1890s), although some of the SICC’s holes are “limited” in terms of length, and its fairways are less majestic than those of my own Club due to the terrain and lack of space. Still, the atmosphere at the SICC Clubhouse reminds me of the old days when members spoke Malay, nyonya kueh was available, and the hawker food was tasty and cheap.

I don’t feel comfortable playing at new courses such as the Sentosa Golf Club. Sure, Sentosa is a championship course and big tournaments are played there but it’s just too glitzy. There are too many tourists and wealthy businessmen, and everything is set to cater to their expensive tastes. There’s a grand Clubhouse, with well-trained staff supervising teeoff times, handling bags and buggies, all with clockwork Singaporean efficiency. The downside is that there is no space or time in between that hasn’t been filled with something, and hence there’s no way anyone is allowed to depart from the rules. Furthermore, the view of the sea has been spoilt by large tankers, cranes and the tall buildings housing the casino. Claustrophobic. I’d rather play golf in a small town somewhere.

That said, I do have great admiration for Singapore and its leaders who have been able to transform the sleepy port into a world-class metropolis. Singaporeans are amongst the richest people in the world, I’m told. Still, I have a feeling that the majority of the people are unhappy, and indeed in December 2012 the polling agency Gallup rated Singaporeans as less happy than Afghans, Iraqis and Haitians.

When you bring so many rich people and so many outsiders into your country, the social fabric is bound to change quickly. You’ll have clusters of different groups living amongst themselves without wanting to be part of the whole. Maybe it’s because all these expats are simply too different and haven’t had time to learn how to live together before they’re obliged to fly off to their next assignments. Besides, the rich never want to be part of the common people—and Singapore, despite the success story, still has a lot of ordinary folk.

My friend Kyle was not in town so I wasn’t able to play at the SICC. Kyle is a retired accountant. I like accountants because they are (generally) less intrusive than lawyers. Relationships with them aren’t always as intense but then again they’re certainly less troublesome. They’re also potentially less harmful than lawyers. Kyle spends some weekends in Kuala Lumpur, which is where he has gone, and this left me wondering what to do. Maybe a trip to Pulau Ubin.

This is exactly what I did. From Changi village I took a 15-minute boat ride to the small island, which had been converted into a national park. Using a rented bicycle I was able to explore some places not far from the jetty. There were still some houses belonging to Malay and Chinese families, although many had left the island. One inhabitant I met, Haji Ahmad, said he would stay on as long as the Government allowed him and his family to remain there. The Government acquired his land many years ago but hadn’t asked him to leave. Others chose to live in Government flats on the main island where schools and other facilities were within closer reach.

I bought two coconuts from Haji Ahmad and gave him a generous tip. He started talking freely. He said he felt let down by the leaders who, according to him, could do more for ordinary Singaporeans. Leaders needed to find the right balance between making the Government rich and adequately providing for the people. I was impressed with his political insight: it was sharp and perceptive.

I spent some weekends in Singapore when I was a teenager in the mid-1960s. I miss this old Singapore. The Chinese and Indians spoke Malay on most occasions without prompting from anyone. Nasi padang was cheap and tasty. Today, I no longer recognise the bulk of Geylang and Siglap, which I visited in my younger days. Young Singaporeans don’t speak Malay at all, only English and Mandarin.

This is where I feel that Singaporean leaders should make the extra effort to retain some aspects of “Malayness” in the public face of Singapore besides the national anthem (which is still in Malay). Singapore was historically a “Malay” island before the British took control. It would be a shame for modern Singapore to lose that part of its heritage. There’s no harm— and everything to gain—in knowing Malay because empathy and care for history and culture can only enrich the lives of the people of Singapore. Bringing in mainland Chinese may sort out the labour shortage in the short term but Singapore really should build its identity from its own rich history.

I’d say the same thing to leaders in Penang. UMNO politicians today have lost their common sense. They think that by promoting extreme racial views the Malays will be better off. On the contrary, the rejection of diversity and inclusiveness will severely handicap the Malays, especially in the long term. This is why Chinese leaders in Penang must never adopt the same thinking. They need to keep their heads and must never be seen as being too occupied solely with “Chinese” issues and identity, because that would make them no better than the Malay chauvinists they seek to challenge. They must find a balance and must be equally generous in helping the Malays as well as anyone else so that Malaysians will learn that good leaders can come in all shapes, colours and sizes.
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GLIDING AMONGST THE MINANG

Sri Menanti, Negri Sembilan, September 2012

“Don’t play too much golf. Two rounds a day are plenty.” ~ Harry Vardon

Coming to the end of these little accounts of my travels, I decided to visit the Royal Sri Menanti Golf Course in Negri Sembilan. Some people told me that the most scenic country drive one can have in that part of the country was to go to the royal town of Sri Menanti by way of Rembau, then drive all the way to Kuala Pilah.

That’s what I did. It’s best not to take this winding road at night as it can be dangerous and (like all country roads) there are no streetlights. During the day, however, it’s a wonderful experience. You glide through a deep forest that’s punctuated occasionally by small isolated villages.

Rembau itself is pretty developed and you’ll see all the usual modern facilities everywhere. If its current MP is unable to get himself re-elected here, then something is really very wrong with the Barisan Nasional. I saw lots of big billboards of the smiling Menteri Besar and the blue flags were everywhere. Election fever.


The country road was spectacular. The air was fresh and it was so very quiet—there was hardly any kind of disturbance at all. The cute little Minangkabau houses were sprinkled all along the route and, on some stretches, I had some cows for company.

I must say that Minang houses are exquisite and we should make sure that they aren’t lost to modernisation. Even urban Malaysians should consider building their city homes in this style. The classic look is good for eternity, though why everyone has deep burgundy as their colour of choice is a bit of a mystery—but I like it very much all the same.

If Vic were still alive, we would have started our little joint-venture to build a seaside home in the Minangkabau style out in Port Dickson so that our families could have a weekend retreat. He is gone now and I don’t think I’ll build a Minangkabau house anywhere.

Vic would also have been proud of my trip to the royal town as he was a member of Royalty. If he were around he would probably have secured me a visit to the Istana, but now a game of golf was all I could hope for.

I’d been warned that this was a tough course—Nellan called it a “commando course”—but since we could use buggies I thought that it wasn’t that daunting even if some parts of the course had steep gradients.

I was prepared to play nine holes and so I chose the first “Tuanku’s Nine”. What was apparent from the get-go was that the course needed a serious clean-up. I found the bumpy greens unplayable on most of the holes as putting became totally erratic.


What a shame that the royal town should be unable to showcase a golf course worthy of the splendour of the palace. I saw some new buildings being erected in the Istana compound, which gave me reason to hope that the Menteri Besar would provide enough money to do some serious maintenance work on the golf course. It would be such a terrible contrast to have a glittering palace bordering on a wild and seemingly abandoned golf course.

That said, I liked the course a lot. Imagine playing in a valley with the majestic main mountain range encircling you. There’s mist on the mountains and a golden sunlight pierces through the forest cover. That’s what it was like, though I think that whoever’s in charge shouldn’t leave this piece of heaven unattended for too long. All it needs is new Bermuda grass and some redesigning. Other than Bukit Besi, I don’t know of any other golf course that has this kind of magic. So wake up Negri! See what you have and don’t squander it.

About my game: all I can say is that I was very happy with the five bogeys I got. The rest will take too long to tell. Had the greens been “truer” I might have had some pars. I had a great opener at the first hole par five, so a long drive and a good second was all I needed—and I did just that. The third was just a 6-iron but I overshot the green a little. I had another great performance at the seventh hole (another par five) as I got to the green in four shots, but was unable to putt for a par thanks to the bumpiness.

I stopped for a cup of tea at the warung after the game and had wonderful pisang goreng. The lady selling the banana fritters told me she used only pisang nangka, which is my favourite. She spoke with a deep Negri accent but it was pleasant to hear.


Now this is the wonderful thing about diversity: even Malays come from many different worlds. They speak different dialects and eat different food. Their architecture is different and their homes are different. If not for the Arabic influence, I imagine that we’d still see Malays dressing in different colours and styles as they once did.

Even in the broader context of our national life, diversity is great for everyone. The Chinese, the Indians, the natives of East Malaysia and the “Lain-Lain” as we like to say, bring many valuable things to the melting-pot called Malaysia. We collectively enrich ourselves through our different languages, cultures, traditions and values.

So it irks me to no end to hear of leaders criticising diversity as if it spells the end of culture and identity. What culture? What identity? These leaders obviously don’t understand that diversity takes nothing away from what they have and can only add to the richness of our experience. Our culture and identity already are diverse, so what are these leaders talking about?

Well, it’s some kind of “purity” that they’re after. My view is that they’re mistaken. The cultural and religious purity they seek to defend is just a manifestation of their ignorance and fear. I am a Kelantanese kampung boy who went to school in Ipoh. I say: long live diversity. Long live the Minang culture!

I think I got a speeding ticket while driving on the Senawang Expressway on the way home. At least, I expect a ticket will turn up in the post some time. There was a policeman hiding behind a pillar under an overpass and he was very busy with his nifty camera.


To this policeman I say it’s pathetic to catch someone while hiding behind a pillar. Stand out in the open. Let drivers see what you’re doing.

In my younger days, I often played golf in Perth, Australia and I hope to persuade my friend Amerik to join me as he knows the city well. I would like to revisit courses such as Joondalup and the Vines, which are among the best in Western Australia.
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THE PASSING YEARS

Fraser’s Hill, Pahang, November 2012

Suliana and I used to frequent Fraser’s Hill when we were younger. We’d go up there with the kids and our relatives for the cool air and the short but fascinating walks where you could see a wide variety of birds, flowers and butterflies. Here, old Malaya persisted despite the ever-onward march of modern Malaysia.

Fraser’s was a lovely place to spend a weekend but it also had a nine-hole golf course, which is where Suliana and I played our first few games together. So, after a lapse of more than 30 years, we decided to revisit our youth and play another round on the soggy ground.

Fraser’s has become a lot prettier and cleaner. The mock-Tudor bungalows and the cool weather still give the place the distinctly British-Malaya feel that has vanished almost everywhere else. Unfortunately, the golf course was just as wild, unattended and soggy as before.

At the first hole (a par four), I remembered the shot I made 20 years earlier. The hole was near the main road and we had a few spectators watching us. Ayah and Opah were amongst them and I was eager to show everyone that this kampung boy from Kota Bharu could play a gentleman’s game.

Alas, disaster struck. I couldn’t get the ball more than 50 yards. I have never felt as embarrassed in my whole life then or since. Today, my drive goes almost 200 yards, so not everything has deteriorated with age.

Twenty years later, the two of us had a good workout as we had to pull the trolleys ourselves. Looking for the ball on soft ground was a challenge, and it took us two and half hours to complete the nine holes.

I think the Pahang government should cough up some of the money they got from the Lynas plant to improve the course. The greens were not much fun to play and needed an immediate overhaul. Fraser’s will be a much better vacation place if it had a proper golf course because golfers can play to their hearts’ content while their (non-golfing) families explore the area.

On the way home we stopped to see our old friend R in Kuala Kubu Baru. He was a retired journalist and we retirees had lots to talk about. R was something of a loner and we wanted to know how he was faring.

But first things first—we gave in to the lure of the Musang King, the best durian money can buy. I was flattered that the durian-seller in Kuala Kubu Baru town remembered me. He and a few other vendors wanted to know how I was doing and whether I would contest at the elections again. I think they voted for me when I lost in Hulu Selangor in 2009, so it was with a tinge of sadness that I told them my days in politics were over.

Initially, many of my friends had kept urging me to continue in politics. Some even made me cringe by suggesting that the country needs people like me. Of course, when I was younger I felt that I had so much to give to my country and my community. All I can say is that I have tried, but now the young will have to carry on making things better. I have to try something else.

Not everything in my life has been lost by reason of my political involvement. I came to realise that when one fights for one’s beliefs, whether for political integrity, freedom or against the decline of basic morality, the fight isn’t just to save the world but to save oneself.

The affirmation I sought—that we should do rightly by others and expect that others should do likewise by us—was not only a panacea for the ills of society. It was also a compass to guide us on our way lest we get lost.

It would, however, be unreal to say that I was neither hurt nor broken towards the end of my political journey. It took a lot out of me: the personal attacks, the bribery that went on, the many questionable things done by Barisan Nasional leaders in Hulu Selangor—these were unprecedented in my experience and showed how depraved, immoral and corrupt our “Malay-defending” leaders had become, annual visits to Mecca notwithstanding.

There were times when I felt that I could have given more to my loved ones had I been more “accommodating” and marched along to the tune that was being played. But we have our limitations. We can only do so much, even for the ones we love.

KITA, the political party that I started, is still alive and safe in the hands of Masrum and my other friends. There were some attempts to create trouble and hijack the party, but they were unsuccessful. This political vehicle is for young Malaysians who want a political struggle that is free of race, religion and other hang-ups that hide the true problems of humanity. It’s a tough call to have such a party in our midst, but who knows what the future will bring.
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A HIDDEN GEM IN PERAK

Bidor, Perak, August 2012

This is my second attempt to play at the Kinta Golf Club, a 95-year-old bit of British legacy in Batu Gajah. Again I’m unsuccessful as the rules stipulate that there must be at least three players to play on weekends. Today is Saturday.

This is very frustrating. Batu Gajah is where Suliana was born, and it would’ve been nice to play some golf and then wander around imagining what the place might have looked like in 1956.

It’s not meant to be.

But even the darkest cloud has a silver lining, as they say. Driving south I found the Batang Padang Golf Club in Bidor. I knew that Bidor had a famous shop selling duck noodles, which had been there since the days of the old single-carriage trunk road to Penang, which was the main peninsular thoroughfare. I also knew of many stalls that had good curry mee. What I didn’t know was that there was a golf course.

With the help of a friendly postman I was able (with some difficulty) to find this unpolished jewel. The 35-year-old course had a wonderful layout with fully matured trees lining the fairways. The fairways themselves were well covered with thick grass, which just needed regular cutting to maintain.

It was hidden from the main road but the only problem was that the greens were in such a terrible state that you’d do well to leave your putter in the bag. Also, there were no flags on the greens, only sticks to indicate where the holes were. Someone told me that the flags were always being stolen by young boys in the area who used it for fishing. Well, if they’re going to steal flags then that’s as good a reason as any (and probably better than most).

The Club has since been “privatised” and is being managed by a lawyer. I hope he will take care of the place. In the earlier years, Clubs in small towns were usually managed by the district office. The District Officer usually played golf and he socialised with the community and Club members in this way. However, most District Officers no longer play or simply lack passion for the game, which is why the smaller Clubs are dying. If the District Officer plays golf or has an idea to develop the sport for the local community, then there would be no need for privatisation. By constitution, District Officers are usually ex officio the chairpersons of all these Government clubs anyway. The District Office budget is normally enough to maintain these courses properly, but sadly they’ve all gone to seed because our District Officers are no longer cut from the same cloth as the ones we had in Malaya.

On the fourth hole I saw seven other players together, ahead of me. This is one of the wonderful things about playing in a small town: club rules are flexible and you can play alone or as seven, even on a Saturday. They even stopped to allow me to pass. We had a little chat and they wanted to take photos, which I gladly obliged.

One of them enquired about my books Saya Pun Melayu and Ampun Tuanku, and I told them they were doing well. I admit that I feel good when a stranger stops to say hello and talk about regular things, the stuff of daily life. This good feeling probably accounted for why I played well that day.

Of course when I say I “played well”, what I mean is I swung well. I felt free and loose, and my grip on the club was gentle but firm. I don’t have long fingers and it’s difficult to do the paradoxical gentle-and-firm thing all the time. But I remember what the great golf teacher Harvey Penick wrote in The Red Book: “Your club is like a fine musical instrument; so hold it gently. There is an art to holding it.”

On the way home I heard about the statement from the PAS leader Dr Mujahid Yusof Rawa in response to his own party leaders, who had called for a ban on Halloween. Dr Mujahid put it very well, saying that a Halloween party was just a party. Of course that’s what it is, and yet there are those who will read something more into this harmless tradition, which (truth be told) excites children mostly.

Some fools said it symbolised devil-worship, which is ridiculous. I don’t know Dr Mujahid well but if his views are representative of the new crop of PAS leaders then I think the party has a bright future.
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LANGKAWI AND LIFE

Langkawi, Kedah, October 2012

“Man blames fate for the other accidents but feels personally responsible for the hole-in-one.” ~ Martha Beckman

I am concerned about the fate of many golf courses that are in danger of being converted into housing estates or some other commercial property development. This danger is greater in major towns where the redevelopment of a golf course promises to be a lot more lucrative for the landowner even— perhaps especially—if it is state land.

I believe that the reason for this sad state of affairs lies in the attitudes of local councils. They have no long-term plans to provide sufficient recreational spaces for their communities, so they have no qualms about converting public recreational land into private vehicles for profit-making.

Perhaps it’s not simply that they don’t have the interests of the community at heart—it’s just that they don’t see sports and recreation as important enough in their planning. They don’t consider parks and open spaces as necessary to society.

This is one more compelling reason why we need elected local councils. Councillors who fail to consider the interests of the local community should be booted out of office. Under the present system, however, they merely have to be nice to the Menteri Besar to keep their positions.

In Europe and in other developed countries, people enjoy adequate public parks, golf courses and open grounds for horse racing. Not all of these facilities are profitable. In fact, many survive only through municipal funding. However, local communities expect the Government to pay for them, which is what taxes are for, because they consider them crucial to the health and sanity of society.

Our Government, on the other hand, is more interested in putting more cars on the road so that the car manufacturers have better earnings, and so we can have more highways and therefore more toll concessions to hand out. Not satisfied with this, we also have cameras to catch speeding motorists automatically so that hefty fines can be paid to the private companies that own the cameras.

It’s all about money.

I am, however, quite supportive of the authority in Langkawi for allowing Clubs to be operated by the well-known golf management company Troon. The island is a tourist resort of international standing, so it’s only appropriate that courses match those of other international tourist destinations.

The Datai Bay Golf Club and 99 East Golf Club were both in a state of transformation and ground repair when I visited. When they are completed in 2013, I expect that Langkawi will be a fantastic golfing destination. Here’s proof that it’s not always bad for the Government to privatise some services, but I do hope that they will confine privatisation only to services that the Government has difficulty providing well. Cameras to catch speeding drivers does not fall under this category— unless it is a terrible indictment of the police, which I’m sure it isn’t.

I like Langkawi a lot, even though it can be a little too quiet and lacks the buzz of places like Phuket and Bali. I think this is because decision-makers here are always focusing on providing facilities, hotels, cable cars, and so on, but they haven’t grasped how to create the right holiday environment.

People go on holiday in order to relax. Different people have different ways of doing this, but fun is generally the central purpose of a holiday. By that I mean that Langkawi ought to have the fun factor that Bali and Phuket do so well.

Even so, I congratulate Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad for the wonderful success he has made of Langkawi. He has some loony ideas (e.g. Malays are beggars and lazy, lawyers are a nuisance, democracy is bad for business, etc.) but Langkawi isn’t one of them. Credit should to be given to him where it’s due.

I was able to play only at 99 East as the afternoon rain limited my golfing hours. In any case, Datai wasn’t ready yet so I’ll just have to return this way in April 2013 to give it a shot. My visit to 99 East was long overdue and I discovered that the course was now managed by the same people who ran the famous Kapalua Resort in Hawaii, as well as several other famous establishments in England and Scotland.

Because of this, I wasn’t surprised to find the fairways and greens in impeccable shape. The only drawback was that 99 East was still only a nine-hole course (the other nine will probably take another two years to complete). Although I pulled my first drive into the water on the first hole, I did manage to play four bogeys and a par on the ninth. This was great and I had “a good day at the office”.

I spent the rest of the day at the Royal Langkawi Yacht Club chatting to some folks from England. Two of them had strong personal ties with Malaysia, as both their fathers had served in very senior positions in British Malaya. One of them was even born here. I was touched by their recollection of the Malaya they left behind, as well as their fondness for our heritage and the richness of our culture.

Malaya then held so much promise for the people of the various races and we managed to get along living together. Now I’m not so sure, nor were my English friends. They noted the diminished use of English in schools over the years. In what language will our children learn their sciences, arts, literature and philosophy? They had just visited Myanmar the week earlier and visited a primary school run by a Buddhist monastery. Even there they taught English.

I told them about my other chief concern, namely our constant preoccupation with and dispute over racial and religious issues. I find it ironic that extremist and supremacist ideas are being propagated by political leaders who come from immigrant stock themselves.

Most of the people in this country, Malays included, are immigrants regardless of ethnicity. In my childhood, and even later, at least one parent would be an immigrant. One would have thought that an immigrant society such as ours would be very open and generous to difference and the experiences of the various cultures and traditions of our country.

Surely we’d understand the possibility of dislocation, insecurity and loss of identity amongst those other people so haphazardly call “immigrants”, “racial minorities” and even “foreign workers”. Tolerance and understanding should therefore be easier amongst us than any other people. Unfortunately, none of this is true.

Even if the development of the country as exemplified by what we see in Langkawi is impressive, the building blocks that make our national identity are missing. This is woeful. The “ultra-Malays” are responsible for this failure and it is on them—and on them alone—that I lay the blame for our failure to forge a united identity that everyone can be proud of.

The insecurities that they created deliberately to make the Malays dependent on them have instead isolated the Malays. This in turn has sparked the pursuit of what the “ultras” imagine to be a “pure” Malay-Muslim identity, which really is no more than a hybrid of superficial Malay and Arabic values that is bereft of context, understanding, culture and history.

This mixture of race and religion has made it difficult for the Malays to be part of a more cosmopolitan and plural society. It’s also why politicians, seeking to accommodate this change in Malay society, have now chosen to reject pluralism and multiculturalism in nation-building.

Their policies have succeeded in making Malays reject their own history and heritage.

And that is the saddest thing in the world for me.
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A KAMPUNG BOY IN BARCELONA

Barcelona, Catalunya, November 2012

I had been assured by the young Englishman organising the Catalunya International Golf Festival that the competition wouldn’t be too tough and that most of the participants were retirees who couldn’t consistently hit more than 200 yards with a driver.

That’s given me some comfort. I’ve never been an avid competitor ever since taking up the game 30 years ago. Besides, stroke play isn’t my cup of tea—I much prefer match play where you still have a nominal chance of surviving after every fall.

I arrived in Barcelona a day earlier so I could watch Lionel Messi do his magic at the Camp Nou stadium. He certainly didn’t disappoint the 60,000-strong crowd with his mesmerising play on that cool and breezy night in the Catalonian capital.

Messi is undoubtedly a genius. He singlehandedly destroyed the opposing team Zaragoza. No footballer in my lifetime has ever played the game at his level. If you’re planning to watch him live, do it. It’s worth every penny. And do it before your knees get too weak to climb the stairs at Camp Nou.

It’s not just football that’ll capture your imagination in Barcelona. The city has a museum (Museu Picasso de Barcelona) which houses one of the world’s largest collections of Pablo Picasso’s creations. I confess that I don’t quite understand some of his later works in Cubism, but his early portraits were just incredible even to an untrained eye like mine. The portraits of his father and his Aunt Pepa tell more than a thousand words.

There’s also the architecture of Antoni Gaudí, whose most famous buildings look like bizarre living creatures. There’s music of all genres, dance, theatre, sports and a large number of colourful traditions and festivals—and there are also many interesting places to eat too, so Barcelona is a must if you’re ever planning a trip to Spain. Unfortunately, Suliana was not with me, so another visit will be in order.

When I got there, the city was in the midst of an election and there were pictures of candidates all along the main street. I didn’t speak a word of Spanish let alone Catalan, but I could make out some of the slogans: “No al Federalisme” and “No al Centralisme” (i.e. no to federalism, no to centralism) and so forth.

Elections in our country have a totally different character altogether. We like to say things like: “Yes to Malay unity”, “Yes to Muslim unity”. I recall the torrid and abusive responses I received from readers regarding my statement on Twitter questioning the need for this Malay-Muslim unity. I was simply trying to understand why it should be more important than Malaysian unity—surely Malaysian would include Malays as

well?

One reader simply gave up on me. He said I would never understand why Malay-Muslims were crucial and central to the politics of Malaysia. He implied that, because I was “not Malay enough” to understand, he wouldn’t bother explaining.

Well, if he’d read my book Saya Pun Melayu he’d know that I’m Malay too; and if we want to go down that road, there aren’t many Malays who have better “credentials” than I do. As for being a Muslim, God alone knows if anyone deserves a place in heaven.

Only a sick Malaysian will want to beat his chest about Malay-Muslim unity after 55 years of independence. Do these people ever stop to think what the non-Malays and non-Muslims think about such statements? This jingoistic grandstanding tells them that they aren’t important and that they don’t belong in this country. They are dispensable. Some fools even go as far as to say that Malaysia is obviously for Malays only.

What do we mean by urging Malays to unite? Unite against whom? The non-Malays? Are we are getting ready to go to war with them? I don’t know of any other country in this world where such inflammatory and divisive statements are served up against its own citizens on a daily basis.

Can you imagine Queen Elizabeth II or the British Prime Minister making calls for “unity” amongst English Anglicans and Anglo-Saxons? How would the many millions of sensible white people, not to mention the Scots, Welsh, other non-whites and British Muslims, feel about that? They would surely be insulted and angry enough to kick out the Government at the next election. Well, I hope Malaysians will do the same in their country.

Even if I don’t particularly like the Chinese, the Indians and all the sundry infidels—and I have a devious plan to seize control of the country and make these infidels forever subservient to me—I certainly wouldn’t parade around declaring my intentions like Dr Doom.

I’d work hard and raise enough capital to beat the Chinese in business. I’d send my children to good schools so that they will speak and write better English than the Indians. Inevitably, I’d see that there’d be more to gain from friendship than enmity. That’s what a smart Malay leader would do.

But no. They want to go to war and they want to publicise the fact to their “enemies”, as if by making a great show of it they can prove their courage. These people should learn from the fate of the chest-thumping Melaka Malays, with their keris and sampans, when confronted by the Portuguese who had ships of war and canons.

Anyway, lets just go with their argument for a while. Let’s say that Malay-Muslims are all united. What next? What will they do with their unity? Will they have a better and more honest Government? Less corruption and all public contracts open to public tender? This is laughable. The rich and the powerful will still dictate how the country’s riches will be divided. The poor will get crumbs and maybe a slightly larger piece of bread just before elections.

I have distracted myself from the most urgent task at hand. I must be ready, both in mind and body, for the four-day golf competition on the scenic coast of Costa Brava. I must not let my country down. The combined spirit and fierce determination of Hang Tuah and Seve Ballesteros are with me.
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THE GOLFING FRENCH IN COSTA BRAVA

Costa Brava, Catalunya, November 2012

Mr Michenaud is a Frenchman I’ve met here in Costa Brava, which is just outside Barcelona. He came with his wife by car and they made a 14-hour journey from Portugal. He’ll be participating in the Catalunya International Golf Festival with 30 other golf addicts, including me.

In fact, he spends half a year doing the golf tour, starting in April and ending in November. Husband and wife tour Europe playing golf and I didn’t dare ask him how he earned his living. He suggested that I should try playing in France. I replied that he should play more in Asia.

I admit that I haven’t played a proper game in France at all, except for a nine-hole walkabout on a flat and uninspiring course near Disneyland Paris. There are simply too many things to do in the glorious city of Paris that even a fanatic like me has difficulty making time for golf. This is a mistake. Paris has probably one of the best courses in Europe: Le Golf National in Guyancourt. Those who have played in Chantilly and Fontainebleau also swear that they are outstanding and spectacular courses.

It’s true that Paris is known less for its golf than its Michelin-star restaurants, arts, fashion and culture. It’s definitely a place to spend a few months in a year—if you can afford it. I can only admire Paris from afar, although I’ve been there several times over the past 30 years. Like most modern travellers I suffer from the “no-time” disease, an affliction that compels you to see as many things as possible in the shortest possible time.

The outcome of this is always predictable: I have time only to have glimpses of places that are listed as “must-see” in the superficial overviews of guidebooks. I’ve not wandered around into alleys and corners, mingled in markets, or shared a meal with the locals. I’ve not visited the places in Paris where great artists and writers, such as Picasso and Hemingway, as well as notable political exiles, used to live. I would have liked to have seen where the Ayatollah Khomeini spent his time during his four months in the city.

In other words, I have not experienced Paris at all.

I told Michenaud that I would like to play golf in his country. I also told him that his long putter should be banned. The genial French gentleman explained to me that the long putter does not give anyone an unfair advantage. Innovation in golfing equipment should be encouraged, he said, and he believed that the Royal and Ancient Society—the ruling body in golf—would do the right thing and allow the continued use of the long putter.

I countered by saying that the long putter, which a golfer props up against his belly, supersedes the nerves in the golfer’s hands, and nerves are a major part of the putting game. Using one’s belly removes an important part of golf, which in my view was illegal, and I was in good company as Arnold Palmer and Tiger Woods agreed with me. (Well, on 29 November 2012, the Royal and Ancient Society and the American Golfers Association issued a ban on the belly putter, which will take effect in 2016.)

I also admire the politics of modern France. The (current) Fifth Republic has its roots in France’s history of struggle to preserve liberty and freedom. During the years of tyranny and fascist power in Europe, France provided safe haven for writers and political exiles. When it too was overrun by the Nazis, it fought back. The nation was and is a great defender of liberty, giving space for intellectual and political freedom to all comers.

Like America, France values human dignity and has a deep and abiding respect for human rights. To be able to think, write and believe anything we want—these are the key features of a free individual. Even when Khomeini used Paris as a base to plot the overthrow of the last Shah of Iran, he had the freedom to do so despite the fact that Iran was a close ally of France.

This is indeed the tragic part of freedom. You can use it to gain legitimacy and power, but once ensconced on the throne you can dismantle these freedoms so no one else will be able to overthrow you in turn. Khomeini had the necessary freedom to speak and write against the Shah Reza Pahlavi but he never gave his detractors the same freedom subsequently.

Our country is proud to have secured its independence. It is proud to be a member of the Commonwealth and of the United Nations. It used to have a fairly democratic government and the Constitution had all the features of a free society: the supremacy of the rule of law, freedom of expression, freedom to assemble and freedom of religion.

We still have these freedoms, but only on paper and only so we can continue to be a member of the United Nations Human Rights Council. We also want to look good if the US President should come for a visit. But we’ve never wanted true freedom for our people. Our leaders have always told us that “too much freedom is no good”. They conveniently forget that all we want is the same freedom they themselves enjoyed before coming to power.

The course we’ll be playing at today is at the Empordà Golf Resort, located some 25km from our hotel. The landscape of the whole Costa Brava region is magnificent, and I must confess that this place is comparable to my favourite golf locations in Bali and Hawaii.

The climate is gorgeously mild and the golfing facilities are excellent and well maintained. Where Southern Spain is definitely better than Hawaii is the abundance of excellent restaurants serving great Catalan cuisine. You’ll not find a greater concentration of Michelin-grade restaurants anywhere else in Spain.

I must bring along enough golf balls today, as there will be no caddies available. This is a drawback that you’ll encounter if you play in Europe or America, and I hope that we in Asia won’t try to emulate them in this. I still believe that we must keep training good caddies and make them knowledgeable about the game. Golfers will pay good money if they can have caddies to help them improve their scores.
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“HIT THE BLOODY BALL”

Costa Brava, Catalunya, November 2012

“Professional golf is the only sport where, if you win 20 per cent of the time, you are the best.” ~ Jack Nicklaus

You can say that I’m a Green advocate, and as much as I am a devoted to the game I’m mindful that golf courses built indiscriminately without any regard for the environment will be a disaster for everyone.

Many environmental groups are sprouting all over the world and they’re now targeting golf courses. They’ve had much success in stopping golf-course developments where environmental concerns have not been adequately addressed. Even Donald Trump ran into trouble with his projects in New York and Scotland.

In Malaysia, we still have a long way to go if we’re to ensure that adequate environmental safeguards are implemented fully, particularly in the building and maintenance of golf courses. I believe that we should emulate countries like Sweden—although they have more golf courses than we do (and for dramatically fewer people), the Swedish Golf Federation strongly encourages all Clubs to abide by the highest environmental safeguards.

These Clubs have adopted excellent practices to reduce the use of hard pesticides. They’ve also implemented measures to improve the quality of flora and fauna on courses and they’ve explored advanced irrigation techniques. As a result, there are now reports that Swedish courses are not merely guarding against negative environmental impact, they’re actually contributing positively to biodiversity.

Malaysian golf Clubs don’t regard these issues as important at all.

Big business is always a danger to the environment unless the authorities intervene to temper the insatiable appetite for profit. Golf is a big business worldwide—it has an annual turnover of close to US$40 billion in the United States alone— so I urge the Malaysian Government to abandon its hands-off approach when it comes to the future of golf in Malaysia.

It’s not enough to leave golfing management policy to individual Associations and Clubs. The Government must be responsible in ensuring that our ecosystems continue to flourish and that owners of Clubs take a serious look at how they manage the environmental impact of their operations.

From the business perspective, golf courses create jobs, bring tourists and of course promote the game. At the same time, however, they can only survive if we have clean air and water, flowers in bloom and birds chirping in the trees. If we were to emulate Sweden, we would manage the negative impact of golf courses by turning them into positive forces to enhance ecological diversity.

The first step we must take involves finding new techniques to minimise the use of pesticides and herbicides. These chemicals will kill if they get into our water system, and there are new organic chemicals on the market that may do less harm. We should also deploy a more sophisticated irrigation system to reduce water consumption: in Spain, for example, water shortages can be acute, so golf-course owners must use the latest irrigation methods or they won’t be allowed to operate.

I haven’t played in Portugal but my French friend Michenaud told me that they’ve adopted a management process for golf courses that simply involves being more systematic. As they depend on golf tourism, it’s understandable that the Portuguese take special care of their prime golfing assets. I wonder if Malaysia has too many of these assets, and if this might explain our indifference to protecting them and the environment around them.

In the course of my travels I’ve often heard people expressing admiration and awe for our country. I find this exasperating. We have so much to offer: the landscape, heritage, golf courses, the food and, best of all, the people. But we lack the right attitude. We aren’t proud of what we have and we can’t be bothered to keep them good or make them better still.

Progress in this area can happen only if we’re critical of our leaders, our policies and our systems of environmental protection and management. Never mind if people call us “ungrateful to the Government” or even “dangerous to national security”. We’ll endanger our environment and ourselves unless we keep hammering on until we do it properly. It’s not too late.

My game at the Empordà Golf Resort was a good one. I played with three Irish fellows half my age. Although two of them were single-handicappers, they were a fine bunch full of the famed Irish friendliness and humour. I was nervous at the first tee and pulled the drive left into the lake, but they all kept encouraging me.

Good players can be a lot more understanding than my high-handicap friends who usually complain and make excuses when they play badly. Good players also have a certain calmness that gets to you in a positive way. I told the Irish chaps that I would like to play in Ireland one day, and they all got excited. Just bring your raincoat, they said, because you’ll probably need it. The Irish are easygoing and friendly, except perhaps towards the English.

My Stableford score was just 21, slightly better than my average of 15 (for the benefit of non-golfers, to be in the winners’ circle you have to do 37 or better). That’s how far I still have to work on my game but there is another game tomorrow, and where there’s a tomorrow there’s also hope.

We felt that we deserved a good meal so off we went to a restaurant where I ordered a superb grilled flounder. To make the evening even more memorable, we had live Spanish music, ranging from flamenco and the classical guitar of Andalusia to the bagpipes of the Basque country. I liked the fiery foot-stomping flamenco best. It had so much colour, rhythm, energy and athleticism. To be a good dancer you need to start learning the techniques from a very young age when you’re still supple. Bravo to the dancers.

My Irish friends offered me one last bit of advice on chipping, which they thought might be useful: “Hit down at the bloody ball. Don’t decelerate, don’t have doubts.”

Yeah. I’ll try that tomorrow.
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DEFEAT IS TEMPORARY

Costa Brava, Catalunya, November 2012

Today I played with the husband-and-wife team of Mr and Mrs Volponi from Italy. They were closer to my handicap but were much better in all other departments. Mrs Volponi outdrove me most of the time, and the tight Platja De Pals course suited her accurate play very well.

This was an old course situated in the middle of Costa Brava. Built on dunes surrounded by an immense pine forest planted 80 years ago, it was one of the best courses in eastern Spain. It looked like the famous Valderrama but wasn’t as long, and there was hardly any wind although the course ran parallel to the beautiful white sands of Pals beach. For me, this was the type of golf course that would provoke feelings of peace and calm amidst the beauty of nature. Such a situation would normally bring out the best in my game.

I was also feeling particularly relaxed and upbeat after reading a special news item in the UK Sun. The report said that one could lose weight by eating carbohydrates, according to research at a certain University in the Middle East. All this while my good doctor has been reminding me to lose weight and that the best way to do it was to stay off rice, bread and pasta. As someone who loves rice, I’ve always thought that the good doctor was being unreasonable.

So, I was determined to play well and needed a respectable score of about 30 points, which, if I were to achieve it, would be my best Stableford ever. I decided first to go to the driving range before play started in order to hit 50 balls. That’s what serious golfers do, unlike my morning group at the Royal Selangor Golf Club who are more interested in the 3:1:1 permutation. I would then proceed to the putting green to get the feel of the pace and the line of the putt. After doing all that I should be on top of my game. So I thought, and so I did.

I was wrong.

Determination and positive thinking aren’t enough. You need the right technique, too. This, of course, was not the first time I had started off hopeful and optimistic, only to fall into the lake when the game actually begins.

The problem is that my confidence starts to ebb after the first or second hole. I’ll do something stupid like pull the drive or top the second shot. Sometimes, it’s the bunker that gives me problems. I then start chanting “you can do it” over and over, but if there’s another disaster despite the mantra, I’ll get bleary-eyed and weak-kneed. How does one cope with such incessant failure? That’s the real issue.

I found that I just couldn’t drive the ball onto the fairway. I was pulling the drive hole after hole. Nellan wasn’t around to give me an instant cure, nor was Suliana there to tell me to relax. On a beautiful autumn day like that, I just wanted to play well. I didn’t care about winning the tournament or breaking the 100. I simply wanted to do justice to the moment, the beautiful sunshine, the undulating fairways and the cool breeze that took my breath away. If not for my normally sedate and cool disposition, I would have been throwing my clubs and yelling profanities.

Patience is good and I found it on the second nine. I was playing much better and was hitting the ball well, and the saving grace was my accurate putting. Although I hadn’t got any pars despite playing for two days in a row, I felt that, if not for my above-average putting, my score would have been much worse. I was good at something, I told myself.

The Volponis were friendly and helpful, always stopping to look for the ball after my many wayward drives. They were from northern Italy, bordering on Monaco. They suggested that I play in their country. Yes, I thought. Italy is the mother of the Renaissance and I must not miss it for the world. A country that can produce people like Galileo, Michelangelo and Puccini must be special. I hope to take Suliana there one day. She keeps telling me she wants to see Rome—but I think she really wants to go to Milan, for obvious reasons.

Later in the evening I caught up on Malaysian news and learnt of the discussion about who should be Prime Minister if the Opposition were to win. Some PAS elders wanted their President, Dato’ Seri Abdul Hadi Awang, whereas DAP and PKR preferred Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim. This is the sort of politics that I can never understand. Shouldn’t they all wait for the outcome before engaging in a quarrel? The Prime Minister is someone who has the support of the majority of Members of Parliament. It’s as simple as that.

A reporter had asked me what I was most worried about regarding the forthcoming General Election. I told her: instability. I do hope that the 13th General Election will be peaceful and that all contenders will receive the outcome in good faith.

Above all, I hope there won’t be any attempt to undermine the choice and the decision of the people. Both sides must be prepared to accept defeat because defeat in a democracy is always temporary. If they help to preserve the democratic way of life, they’ll always have another chance to regain the Government later. On the other hand, if they destroy democracy the country will go to ruin. And so will they.

Anwar and Dato’ Seri Najib Razak have a great responsibility to put the nation’s interests before their own. They must not resort to using third-party influence to change the outcome of the elections nor to create social strife as has happened before in our history. Malaysia will not be ruined by the people making the wrong choice—but it will certainly be destroyed if that choice is denied. I hope people remember that.

In any case, should Anwar become the next Prime Minister, he should never forget Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi’s unintended role in making it possible. When the Federal Court made the decision in 2004 to acquit Anwar of the sodomy charge, it was a majority decision of 2 to 1. When word got out, some people were not happy, and Abdullah, then the Prime Minister, was pressured to “instruct” the Chief Justice to get the decision reversed.

Fortunately, the God-fearing Prime Minister did not want to be responsible for such blatant injustice, and he categorically made it clear that the judges’ decision would stay. He did not do this to help Anwar, but to preserve the independence of the judiciary.

I’m thinking about what I shall have for breakfast before the last golf event of the tour. I do miss my nasi lemak, roti canai, and all the other lovely things that I’m not really supposed to eat anyway. But it’s just another day before I head back home. Will I play better on the last day? That’s not difficult to predict, unlike our General Election.
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A PARTING SHOT

Costa Brava, Catalunya, November 2012

“The older I get, the better I used to be.” ~ Lee Trevino

Here I am at the end of this account of my golfing travels. The journey has brought me to many places and I’ve made many new friends. It’s perhaps fitting that my last stop should be at the Club de Golf d’Aro, which is probably the best course in Costa Brava (unfortunately, I wasn’t able to play on the Catalunya PGA course, which is highly regarded, so I can’t compare it).

The Club is located at an elevation of more than 1,000ft and has a naturally spectacular view of the coast and the surrounding hills. The course has many bunkers protecting the greens, but it is very pleasant and not too punishing to an average player. There are plenty of oak, olive and pines trees to add to the already magical setting of the coastline.

I played pretty well. My shots were crisp and long even if occasionally wayward. When you can release the swing properly and good contact results, a great sensation engulfs you. It’s like releasing pent-up emotions. As my Irish friends say: “Commit to the swing and let it go”. Those playing the game at my level will do well to take this advice. Needless to say, I didn’t play well enough to win the competition—but winning is an internal affair as far as I’m concerned.

The weather once again was perfect and the autumn colours brought out the correct mood for me and I guess for the other players too. The weather is critically important when we travel, as even the best courses are no good in inclement weather. Those who travelled to Ireland this summer will tell you that some of the courses were flooded, which is a pity as Ireland is one of the best golfing destinations in the world. It has great courses, awesome fish and chips and the nicest people to boot.

To travel these days isn’t as prohibitive as before. Now everyone can fly, to borrow the AirAsia slogan. It has certainly become more affordable, and retirement (or rather, golf) has given me a new lease on life. It’s an open window through which I can see the world.

Friends ask me if I truly enjoy playing golf. It’s understandable that they ask because it’s hard to believe that one can enjoy the game while being monstrously bad at it.

But I do enjoy it because I’ve accepted that I can never play better than most people despite having played for some 30 years. This kind of acceptance is like a balm that soothes the soul when I play badly, which is often. Lord Buddha took many years of travelling and meditation to realise that desire is the root of all pain. I discovered something by taking the easier route in golf. I’ve left behind the desire to excel in the game, and by doing so I now enjoy it as I have never had before.

I also play in groups and in competition much more now. For many years I just played on my own because the solitary walk gave me the comfort to enjoy the moment without too much disturbance. There can be many unpleasant distractions when you play in groups: ringing mobile phones, haggling over the score and of course the strange noises some golfers are prone to making when in distress.

That’s not to say that I am antisocial, for I truly enjoy good company in golf as long as we can all be lighthearted and want to have fun playing the game. Obviously, one can’t have much fun when faced with too much stress, so I believe that competition is good only as long as it doesn’t spoil everyone’s mood.

They say it’s on the golf course that people make major decisions. Reflection and thinking do become easier when playing. There’s talk that the reason why Kazakhstan is so geographically huge is because the late President Boris Yeltsin of Russia was in a good mood—he was playing golf when discussing the redrawing of borders after the breakup of the old Soviet Union.

This isn’t an official story, of course, but it shows at least that people believe that many things of importance can be decided on the course. It’s also no coincidence that the people of two of the world’s biggest industrial giants—the Japanese and the Koreans—spend a lot of time playing golf (and maybe karaoke helps them get going as well).

I too have made some major decisions in my life in the quiet of the golf course. It was while playing that I decided I would stop smoking. By that time I’d smoked for more than 40 years and it was time my lungs had cleaner air. My late father would probably have lived a little longer if he hadn’t smoked. I did suggest it to him, but he said he enjoyed a good smoke. It’s hard to substitute that kind of enjoyment with anything else.

The other major decision I made was that I wanted to spend more time with the people who made me happy. Like the political philosopher Hobbes who said that life in a state of nature was nasty, brutish and short, I too felt that our modern lives had become nastier even if we lived longer.

We’re so caught up with the demands of others that we forget what we really want in this life. We rush here and there and we get lost in the great web of things. This can take us to many places, but not necessarily where we’ll find happiness.

I’ve lost a few friends in the past three years. These were people who in their own quiet ways made me happy to know them. They left me hollow when they were gone. Looking back, I could have spent more time with them when they were alive, or called them up for a chat. Or something. Anything. But it’s too late now. The point is this: unless we cherish those who are there for us, we will always regret not doing enough for them when they are gone.

I’ve made quite a few political comments in this little golfing diary. I still find politics and life inseparable, so it’s impossible for me to keep politics out of anything I write. I’m not trying to persuade readers to embrace my political views or even to agree with me occasionally. These were thoughts that came to me when golfing, or when writing about golf, and I’ve kept them in the book as an invitation to readers to consider ideas that might make life better.

If you drive regularly, you’ll find that alternative routes are sometimes more appealing and scenic. It can also get you where you’re going faster without necessarily being shorter. Unless we try these routes, we’ll never know what benefits they have in store for us. The alternative view of life, of politics or of anything under the sun can change us for the better if only we stop to consider them. This has been the purpose of my little political notes.

My travels have also made me more determined to continue writing and talking about the things happening in my country. People have spoken fondly about Malaysia everywhere I have gone. They spoke about the beautiful places, the food and the lovely and kind Malaysians they met. They all wanted to make Malaysia their second home. For me, Malaysia is not just my first and only home, it’s my lifeblood and my country. It’s home to my children and grandchildren. That’s why I feel so strongly that my country should be better managed by our leaders. We have a duty to preserve and protect this blessed land.

It’s not just about the glittering superstructures, the highways and mega-projects that wow the world. These facilities are important, but they aren’t difficult to build. What’s more important and a great deal more difficult is building a united, peaceful and compassionate nation where our many different compatriots can live and grow happily together. My biggest disappointment with the administration of the current Prime Minister is how easily extremist racial and religious views are allowed to proliferate. Our leadership seems to relish playing these games of low politics and does nothing to stop the practice of “divide and rule”. Indeed, I believe he reinforces them.

I don’t believe that this dangerous development has occurred just for the sake of the protracted General Election campaign. Our country really is on the path of racial and religious conflagration, with grave consequences for everyone. As a leader of all Malaysians, the Prime Minister should see the dangers looming. He should provide the leadership necessary to end racial politics altogether.

It’s no use complaining that DAP or Hindraf are also engaging in racial politics. They aren’t the Government, and it is the Government that sets the tone of political engagement and discourse. The Prime Minister can stop his party from engaging in gutter politics and instead turn it into a progressive force that is in tune with the rest of the world. He can direct the UMNO media to take the high ground of principle, fair play and justice. The Opposition will have no choice but to follow where he leads.

Malaysians will respect a leadership that is just and compassionate, just as they did in the early years of our nation’s history.

We need a simple rule. Many Holy Books have it but I found it on the golf course: do to others what you want them to do to you. If you want others to stay silent when you putt or when you’re about to hit a drive, then you must accord them the same respect and courtesy.

Reviewing my last book, my good friend Prof S described me as “a repeater”; that is, I kept repeating myself throughout the book. I’m an old man and susceptible to lapses of memory, but there are times when I wished to emphasise points that were important to me. That’s when I repeat myself, and I am fully conscious of doing the same in this book.

But the memory problem is a real one, and it’s for this reason that I’ve omitted some of the places I visited a long time ago. New Zealand, for example, was one of the few places where I played and had a lot of fun—but except for vague recollections of Rotorua and Queenstown, I can’t tell you much. A failing memory is for most people an unavoidable part of age but at least I have remembered enough of my travels to tell you about them in these pages.
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EPILOGUE

Kuala Lumpur Golf and Country Club, December 2012

I believe I am a better player now because I am enjoying the game much more. I shall remember the year 2012 because I played more golf in these 12 months alone than in the rest of the preceding decade. Not a single week passed without my walking the course in some part of the country, swinging my clubs come rain or fair weather. My golfing tour proved good for my health and general wellbeing, and it helped me reconnect with the things that mattered most—especially my friends and loved ones.

Happiness consists in having a good round of golf. It’s a game that teaches us the value of solitude and friendship, and we usually share good meals with family and friends after each game. Some psychologists from Harvard University make a lot of money selling “happiness” through the idea of “positive psychology”. This is their prescription for how to be happy and to lead a fulfilling life. I can give you the same, free of charge.

Our 2013 plan will be to do more of what we have done. Ezra has to find time for the game, for it’s a shame to let his talent go to waste. I also want to see the family attain a certain level of competitiveness as a team. For that, we’ll need a new member and must somehow rope in the reluctant Alysha. Although we haven’t been successful so far, I believe there is hope. Like they say, there’s a price for everything. In addition, Ezra and I will have to improve our games as the other two players are already in match-winning mode. I don’t think there is much room for improvement in my case, but halting any deterioration and slowing the decaying process will be an improvement all the same.

I played in Ho Chi Minh City sometime in 2011 and the golf course owned by a Singapore group was very nice and pretty. The city itself was rather chaotic and teemed with thousands of motorbikes—it’s not a place I would go to again just for golf. We much prefer Danang on the coast of central Vietnam. Here you will find two of the best courses in Danang Dunes, designed by Greg Norman, and the Montgomery Links, by Colin Montgomery. Although the green fees are rather hefty, the layout for both courses is pretty and challenging. You have to be fairly accurate to avoid the many bunkers. In one of the longer par 5, you will find 15 bunkers waiting to catch stray shots. I must say that the weather in February is cool and there is none of the humidity we experience in the Klang Valley.

I played one of my best rounds in both courses; in fact, I don’t remember breaking 100 until I played there. That was from the white tee though, before you express any awe or disbelief. The greens were true in every respect and if we played with some care, a two-putt was doable on most greens. I was impressed by the quality of the caddies assigned to me. Although their English was not as good as we would have liked, they were helpful and knowledgeable. I was rather surprised that the Vietnamese exuded a sense of hospitality and politeness that was similar to what we found in Thailand and Cambodia, especially considering that they are a hardy people who have fought many wars for their independence. More than two million Vietnamese died in the Vietnam War alone. All that hardship and personal suffering seem to have made them stronger and more committed to re-building their nation.

We spent some time in the ancient, UNESCO heritage town of Hoi An and I was amazed at how so many of the old buildings remained intact despite the many years of war. There were art galleries and small shops selling handcrafted embroidery and artifacts from days gone by. The trishaw man who took us around proudly told me that Hoi An was the largest port in South East Asia two thousand years ago, and that the town had Chinese, Arab and Indian traders selling spices, coffee and silk. The re-building of this nation of 50 different ethnic groups is working well and I am sure, one day soon, they will become the new economic powerhouse of Asia.

Sometimes it takes adversity and the toils of war to unite people and to re-build a nation to greater heights. The Koreans, Japanese, Chinese and Vietnamese are proof of this. Maybe, just maybe, that’s what we in Malaysia need as well—not necessarily war, but something that will jolt us from our slumber. We need to fight together for this land, instead of indulging in the silly quarrels that we now have about race and God’s name.

As for 2013, the places we have earmarked include South Africa, Ireland and Portugal. My golfing colleagues haven’t stopped singing the praises of Algarve in Portugal and I am really keen to have a shot. Ireland is certainly pretty but I’m sure it will also be wet and windy.

But, however far away we travel, there is nothing like home. Golf courses in Malaysia still stand amongst the best in the world. If you live in the Klang Valley, you can play at some of these courses, but if you live elsewhere in the country, then your courses won’t be as good. Most of these courses are badly designed, and they cost a lot of money to maintain. The maintenance schedule isn’t up to standard and so the deterioration occurs faster. The golfing community needs to work harder and more closely to preserve and improve the courses we have. Not all Clubs can do what the Royal Selangor Golf Club has done in terms of course maintenance, but we must all strive to keep our courses up to international standard. The Government too has a role to play in helping to promote the sport and to make things easier for Clubs.

Let’s keep the great things we already have instead of trying to achieve greatness doing things we are hopelessly bad at: for example, our automotive and steel industries should be closed down to save the country from financial ruin. Let’s use that money wisely for other more important things such as public transport and public golf courses.

Yesterday, I played my last game for the year. I was at the East course of the prestigious Kuala Lumpur Golf and Country Club (KLGCC), and I played reasonably well. The greens were in excellent shape if you could have reached them in regulation, although they were much harder for high-handicappers like me. On an average par-four hole, I would be 50m short after the second shot. This meant having to chip well to play a bogey or occasionally a par, which was what I did on three occasions. Having three pars is a great achievement for me, and I got a birdie on the par-four fourth hole. Suliana and Ezra also played very well, so we ended our year on a good note despite the fact that it was a cloudy day with no sun at all.

In fact, the rainy season hadn’t slowed the greens at all, and the lines were still true, but parts of the fairways were soggy which made it difficult for us to get the extra distance. KLGCC is one of the great courses in the country, and I shall try to squeeze some wealthy friends for another game soon.

I am not a member of this Club because the price is just too steep for retirees. Although the facilities are impressive and the course is well kept for international tournaments, I have an uneasy feeling about playing here. It reminds me of those days when plans were constantly afoot to keep the area a forest reserve, with walking trails and recreational parks for use by the public. I don’t know who scuttled these plans but I suppose the members aren’t complaining.

It’s not just more golfing that I will do in 2013, but also meeting people I have long admired. Last year, I wrote to the South African High Commission to ask if they could arrange for me to meet Nelson Mandela. I would be in Cape Town in April to deliver a paper at the Commonwealth Law Conference and it would have been wonderful to see the great man in person. Alas, the reply was not good. Mr Mandela does not have any visitors now. Maybe his health doesn’t permit him to meet so many well-wishers. We can only pray for his continued wellbeing.

The other person I really want to meet is Said Zahari. I believe he resides somewhere in Shah Alam, though I have to make more enquiries, and I believe he is about the same age as Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad. He is a true freedom fighter; a man that any Malay would be proud to emulate and hold in the highest esteem. Despite what Lee Kuan Yew and the then-UMNO leaders did to convince us that he was a communist and subversive (thus to justify his 17-year of detention under the ISA in Singapore), Said Zahari was a fighter of a different kind. When he was in Utusan Melayu he fought for Press freedom, truth and journalistic integrity. He was a man of courage whose spirit never broke despite the long years of punishment.

In the early 1960s Utusan was full of writers like Said Zahari, Dato’ Usman Awang, Keris Mas (Kamaluddin Muhamad), Aziz Ishak and many more who were proud to be journalists of the highest standard. They went on strike, not for wages or working conditions but for Press freedom when their paper was taken over by UMNO. They believed, as did John Stuart Mill, that silencing discussion is an assumption of infallibility that deprives mankind of knowing truth from error.

Today, Utusan Malaysia is a different kind of newspaper. In some ways it’s a microcosm of the culture of our times. Utusan no longer has the time to verify the truth, so it says, and it seems occupied only in “defending” the status quo. A new breed of “heroes” has been born, and Said Zahari is better off not being part of them.

Well, this is a goodbye then for a wonderful year, and I hope you enjoyed reading about my golf travels. I will certainly write again soon. In whatever we do, we hope the gift of grace and good fortune will be with us. These are the good shots we need in golf and in life. Thank you once again for the help you have given to Suliana and the Foundation.

Thank you.
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