[BOOK REVIEW ]

Former ISA detainees tell their stories

Thoughts Are
Bied by Jan g Quee Teo Soh
Lung and Koh Kay Yew
Ethos Books (2009)

that we may dream again
Edited by Fong Hoe Fang
Ethos Books (2009)

They have wlted decades o tell theic
stories in public - o long tnat many
may o longer remember fhem of the
causes for which they were exiled or de-
tained without trial
But now, theis voies can be heard
slim volumes of poetry and
prose published this year by Ethos
Books: Our Thoughts Ate Free and
“ihat we may drcam g
ook, launched two Satur-
s ago, is a collection of poems b
i fomr detainees who were mpri.
oned in different periods in the 1950s,
19605, 1970s and 19805
“Thiee of the five were arrested in
1963 during Operation Coldstore: left-
iicans ames Puttuchary (sho
was detaines reviously in 1951
i 1926y and Sa Zanat, and trade
tnionist Ho Piao. The other two are

CM . K

former Barisan Sosialls member Tan
Jing Quee, who was arrested later that
T o vxg Teo Soh Lung, who was de-
tained in 1

e book.
songs by lawy
Singapore for London in 1977 as thy
Government launched an extensive s
operation against.alleged Fu-

aiso includes poems and
Francis Khoo, who fled

listinal Chapterisa fctionalaccount

of a police interrogation, loosely

S o O Wons Souk
Yee who, together with Ms

Teo, was detained in 1987 un-

der the Internal Security Act.

What was life like “in-

{1 Tan attempts an an-

swer in his poem, ISA Detain-

His cll v purgatony
of perpetual n
pan dank 1nd put
guards rthals.

e i S ko

Ao th cortdor o despai

That first heavy thud of the
iron door

Sealing you incommunicado
from the world

The toll on their loved ones rings
gut In & Har Raya ca o his wif
Salamah, written six years into his
16-year imprisonment, Mr Said Zahari
cries

So high, so huge

s parition betweer .

For so long!

o records her 80-year-old
mother's lament - originally expressed
in Hollden - afe bt deention order
e

ot o end o the punshment you
must receive?
o the temple I shall 50
to the gods I shall complain.
The works of the late Mr Ho Piao are
more politically charged. Detained

0, he

from 1963 to 1982, he has the dublous
distinction of being the second longest-

eld political prisoner, after Mr Chia
ye Poh.
In Ideas, Masters, he writes that

thosehe ights serve “govemors from a
g land, sultans, magnates, local

Thore?- His own mast contrast
are "they who make the daily bread',
“workmen peasants ‘neath the flag"

s e o the polished works of
practised wordsmiths but the heartfelt
ccounts of those who experienced

first-hand painful aspects of Sing;
pore’s recent pas
Thei stories rovide a counterpoint
o the official accounts of the security
{hieats that serve to 1ty ach e
ceive et
n the book's mvmdumnn the three
editors M Tan
low former d v
observe that polltical poetry in English
is relatively arc In Singapore due to a

imate that “Inhibits social comment
and protest
But the tide has heen turning in re-

contyears with the publication of sever-
‘al memolfs by former politicians once
branded as communists, including Mr
Said Zahar|

‘The two books reviewed here, how-
ever, mark the first time that those de-
tained in 1987 have come out in public
to'tel ther sde of the st

iy dream again”, three
of them recount heir experiences in

Whitley Road Detention Centre, what
drove their social activism and the lin-
gering effects of their arrests on them

and thelr families
it Vincent Cheng, then a full-time
Catholic church worker, was accused of
masterminding a Markist consplracy
and detained
w fecing of how
e treatment meted out 10 him in de-
{ition thggered a sense of ablect sub-
jugation” that has haunted him for a
long time.
h Mr Kevin de Souza and M:
‘Tang Lay Lee were lawyers who decided
10 work full-time for church organisa-
tions instead of climbing the corporate
ladder, 50 as to put thelr faith into ac-
tion.
Thes brief accounts in this small
70-page book will be best read by those
with a keen Interest in the events of
1987
In putting their thoughts and fecl-
Ing 1o paper,these former detainees ex
pressed their faith in the power of
words 0 heal.
Poetand Culural Mecallon winne
L Tzu Pheng clls el works e
of surviv the potential ©0
Al sreaien eader “with the cor-
vietion of our essential freedom”
he stories of these survivors deserve
ahearing,
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Qur Thoughts Are Free and
ream again’ are ‘waliable
Tor purchase at Select Books,
Kinokuniya and
hosbooks.com.sg




