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PREFACE FOR HOU HENG NENG’S
COLLECTION OF POEMS

Dr Syed Husin Ali

Hou Heng Neng (I normally call him “Law”) was detained
together with me and nine others (including Anwar
Ibrahim) under the ISA, at Kamunting Detention Camp,
from the end of 1974. We were incarcerated following
demonstrations by students from various universities and
colleges to support the hunger marches by thousands of
peasants in Baling, Kedah.

At the beginning, over a thousand students and lecturers
were arrested; most of them released after a couple of
days. Out of these, forty were held up to two months,
for interrogations and also as punishment. Eleven of us
were finally served the order of detention. Our period
of incarceration varied from nine months to nearly six
years. Law was detained for more than five years.

Belonging to the “Baling group”, we were initially put
together in the same dormitory in “Kawasan 7”. For
many months we ate, slept, studied, played and worked
together. Every morning we mutually taught each
other the Chinese and Malay language. Almost every
night, we sat around the table chatting, cracking jokes,
sharing experiences, and also discussing some serious
issues. Perhaps the camp authorities (especially the SB
operatives) did not like the solidarity and comradeship
that was evolving amongst us.
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One day, without explanation, Law and his friends from
the Chinese Language Society (CLS) were moved out
to “Kawasan 5”7, which was known to be for so-called
“hard core”. Later, after repeated inquiries and protests,
we were told by the Camp Superintendent that this was
a form of punishment because they climbed the zinc
partition separating our areas, to talk to some inmates of
the neighbouring “kawasan”.

Law and his friends could hardly be considered as “hard
core”, but of course the CLS was alleged in a government
White Paper, published after the mass arrests, as carrying
out pro-communist activities. It was the fashion then
for the government to throw groundless allegations, by
implicating the communists, to justify their use of the
ISA on anyone or any group. They could easily do this
since the ISA does not allow for open trial in the court
of law.

Those of us remaining in “Kawasan 7” were all Malays,
who were leaders of various youth or student organisations.
I was the only lecturer among them, and at that time
secretary of the University of Malaya Academic Staff
Association. We continued with the normal activities.
The only difference was that we now had no Mandarin
teacher or Qigong instructor.

One day I was taken to Penang for SB interrogations. When
I returned to the “kawasan”, I saw only Kamarazzaman
there. He informed me that Anwar and the others were
shifted to a new “kawasan”. I persisted to find out why
we were separated. Finally, 1 was reluctantly informed
by a Deputy Superintendent that this was following an
order from “the top”, because we were considered to have
different orientations — whatever that could have meant.




