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	VIEW: Have we missed the bus altogether? —Kamran Shafi
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There is something good going on in Malaysia; more strength to it and its good people. I might add that despite being an Islamic country, Malaysia is full of tourists for the security and safety (and fun) it offers its visitors. We, on the other hand, seem to have missed the bus altogether

At the almost-end of our holiday we are back in Sri Lanka with pals Solly and Yasmin, preparing to make the great leap backward to the Fatherland. From whence the news is as usual bad, which is just as well for we should not want to be surprised out of our wits at anything good coming out.

Before we go there however, to examine just one of the several jewels spouted by the leader of the government of the Land of the Pure, let me take you once more to Thailand and then to Penang. Our Thai friends who did more for us than I can ever thank them for, have a holiday home in Hua Hin, an up-market seaside resort located on the shores of the Gulf of Thailand where His Majesty the King (about whom a little later) lives most of the time. Down there we went by road, and put up at the Dusit Resort owned by the operators of the Dusit Thani, one of Bangkok’s best hotels. The resort was beautifully run, as is usual in that part of the world where even budget hotels are a pleasure to be in and we had the time of our lives.

From Hua Hin we went by car to the Thai-Malaysian border-town of Hat Yai where we stayed a night and then crossed into Malaysia by road. Here I must mention the special treatment we got at the Malaysian border-post. The moment the immigration officer saw our green passports he said, “Ah! Pakistan! You have to go to my officer in that room”, pointing to a door a few feet away, “Knock before you go in”! 

So off we went, knocking on the door like good boys (I am 60, and look every bit my age, kindly note) and girls (my wife and little Zainab). The officer was correct, trolled through his computer etcetera, and in short order stamped our visas with several seals and stamps. He was doing his duty, I know; he was correct and sort of courteous, I know. I am merely pointing out what happened to us even in Malaysia, a member of the Ummah, and all that jazz. Please, let me point out my age once again, and the fact that I was accompanied by my family. Hardly the image of a man entering Malaysia with the intention of becoming a hotel busboy! Anyway, there it is, and here we are.

By the by, do our immigration officers also exclaim, “Ah! Malaysia!” when Malaysians appear at one of our immigration posts? And do they then send those visitors to their officers for special checking, after asking them to “knock before you go in”? No? Why not?

Arriving at the E&O (Eastern and Oriental) hotel — if you get the chance, reader, do go stay there, it is absolutely out of this world with its old world charm and so much else — we saw our host Ahmad, waiting in the lobby. Ahmad lives on Penang Hill, a most exclusive area situated between 2,000 and 2,500 feet above Penang, its roads so steep that only small jeeps with petrol engines can get up them. We were spending the first night on the hill. 

What a lovely house is Ahmad’s, located down a quite narrow road with a most beautiful garden and the most stunning views of Penang far below. The house itself and its setting could have come straight out of an illustrated book about Cotswold houses in England. After a night in those quite stunning surroundings in which we took two long walks in what is a veritable rain forest we moved to the E&O for our remaining two days in Penang.

Penang is a charming little place: large, beautiful houses lining its wide tree-lined avenues; and what are known as shop-houses — long narrow buildings with two or three stories where merchants, mostly Chinese, had shops in the front and lived at the back and upstairs, filling its streets. While Ahmad’s group of concerned citizens is fighting the building mafia to save Penang’s heritage from being destroyed by the larger homes being brought down and sky-scrapers coming up in their stead, the shop-houses are being snapped up by Yuppies and being converted into most attractive homes. All in all, Penang was a most pleasant place to be in, the most outstanding feature of it all being the harmony in which Chinese, Malay, and Indian communities live. There is something good going on in Malaysia; more strength to it and its good people. I might add that despite being an Islamic country, Malaysia is full of tourists for the security and safety (and fun) it offers its visitors. We, on the other hand, seem to have missed the bus altogether.

A little about the Thai monarch. This year marked the 60th of his accession to the throne, and while the main celebrations ended three months ago, huge numbers of Thais are still celebrating in their own ways by wearing bright yellow polo shirts with the King’s crest on the breast pocket, and by erecting shrines in his honour on virtually every street corner. It was with great emotion that we saw Thais of all ages sign get-well books at several places across the country, wishing the King a speedy recovery from back surgery, many of them crying real tears as they bowed before his portrait. Would that we Paks had some such figure that we too could look up to and revere. But we assassinate ‘em, don’t we?

And now for the rather bright pearl cast by none other than Musharraf himself. In his now familiar angry and petulant tone, he said during his most recent address words to the effect that there was load shedding in Pakistan because there was progress in Pakistan. I see. By that standard there couldn’t be any progress in Sri Lanka and Thailand and Malaysia where we encountered no load-shedding at all. Well said, General. By the way sir, all three countries are way ahead of the Fatherland in every human development indicator.

A little about the earth-shaking letter to Musharraf by what this paper called “well-known” people. What are we to make of it? Especially when the destroyer of all he surveyed, General Tanvir Naqvi, and some other equally outstanding people are among those who have put their names to it? Some, indeed, who actively turned coats and joined Sardar Farooq Leghari’s coup against the elected government of the time. One should have rejected it outright but for the likes of Dr Hasan Askari-Rizvi and some few others being among the signatories.

“...the whole nation deeply desires that conciliation, which is a collective and shared responsibility, rather than confrontation, be the way forward. The onus is on the leadership of all institutions and organisations, specially the elected representatives of the people and those who hold public office ...” it says in part. Meaning what? That the political parties which have been shoved out into the cold by Musharraf are equally to be held to account as his unfair government which openly and very loudly backs a particular political party? What sort of convoluted logic is this? The “onus” surely is on Musharraf and no one else.

While it suggests a separation of the offices of president and army chief it says nothing about the threatened election of Musharraf by the present assemblies. Are the letter writers alright with Musharraf getting elected by the present assemblies for another five years and then separating the offices of president and COAS?

No, sirs, no! One has to give this much more thought — sadly no time today for the van is here to take us to Kandy. 

Bushism of the Week: “One thing is clear, is relations between America and Russia are good, and they’re important that they be good.” — President George W Bush; Strelna, Russia, July 15, 2006

Kamran Shafi is a freelance columnist. His writings can be accessed at http://www.kamranshafi.blogspot.com


