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In 1972, the Agriculture Faculty, University of Malaya enrolled the largest number of students, more than 135 of us, from all over the country, from all ethnic groups, and from all walks of life. Malaysia required a large number of agricultural graduates to modernize the agriculture sector for the transformation of our country from an agrarian developing Third World country to a developed and industrialized First World country. The class of 76/77 was destined to do this. This essay is a recollection of our history of the best four years of our lives as young adults away from home.

 “Hey Freshie, where are you from?”  Does that bring back some memories of our first days at the Faculty sitting at the Concourse? The term Freshie was not derogatory. But somehow it conferred the connotation of rank. First Year Freshies were like recruits in a boot camp.  At least that's what we thought. And it was in this setting that slightly more than 110 of us met and formed our bonds of friendship. Those bonds remain till today.

It has been 54 years since we rushed hurriedly from the lecture halls in the Science Faculty to lecture theatres A & B of our own Faculty. The course work consisted of Biology, Botany, Mathematics, Geology, and Ag Econs. Those of us who had motorbikes offered their ‘tumpang’, introduced their friends from the Residential Colleges and from different states and schools as we walked uphill to the Faculty.  We had a common goal of surviving ‘First Year’. And we realized that we could survive if we looked out for each other. In this context, we thrived on cooperation and mutual respect. The first year of 1972 began to morph from being students from the all-girls college, the all-boys college, and the rival secondary schools in all the Malaysian states to scientific farmers being trained at the University of Malaya. We also encountered the first baptism of world-wide student activism in Universiti Malaya ignited by the mass student demonstrations in the U.S. against the Vietnam War. Using megaphones and standing on the Speaker’s Corner and in the common rooms of residential colleges, student leaders gave fiery anti-war and anti-establishment speeches.

 The B. Agric. Sc. degree required practical training during the long vacations in the first three years of the program. The Agriculture Faculty had set up a farm at Puchong and about 70 male students were posted there, sleeping on wooden double decker bunk beds inside two long houses. We were given tasks of working and clearing the farm in the morning after breakfast. We then worked on a small plot of land allotted to each person, to have hands-on experience in planting vegetables. We did not really learn much from the Puchong farm and most of us hated the hard work toiling under the hot sun. However, we got to know one another well as well as ourselves and forged lasting friendships at the Puchong farm. For now, we would like to close our First Year musings with the light-hearted (and still mischievous) recall of our nicknames. We challenge you to remember your own nicknames and to put faces to some of the notable ones that follow below:

Lousichai


Later quite well known in his field

Tom



Our own George Orwell

Chee Cheong Fun

He is not Chinese but speaks Cantonese quite well

Captain


Unpaid tutor to many of his classmates

Ram Singh 


President of the PK Club

Siang Malam


The best singer in Puchong Farm

Advisor


Everybody’s best friend; helped in translation

Hippie Chai 


Could pack 6 people into a red Mini

Handsome and Cantik

Ever friendly couple

Hantu



Scared us enough to remain indoors after dark in Puchong

Charlie Osman

Why does he have a Malay name?

D Ayam


We used him to collect Panadol from a pretty nurse in Puchong

Orgeh Wong


He gave nicknames to most of us

Pak Datuk


Engku Afandi from Terengganu

Hard Rockson


His square jaw was better than Rock’s

Silencer


Shhh

Jose Feliciano


The handsome singer from Perlis who always wore sunglasses.
Siaksy Han


The best planter and table tennis player

Incredible Hulk

Our Malay classmate who has solid boy.
Full sun and Kee Kee Kiew
Best opera singers

Pleasure Loving Group
Hoo Chong Ee, Munusamy, Ragavan. 

....... and many more.  Trying to recall them is good for your brain memory. Or you can give the specific trait or idiosyncrasy of a lecturer and get your classmates to name that person. It’s fun and free.

When we returned for the 2nd year, we immediately recognized two realities. The first was that there were no Freshies in Ag. The Freshies hanging around in the Concourse were from the Law Faculty some of whom were very ‘cantik’. The second realization was that our numbers were shrinking just as the enrolment was increasing at UPM. As the months wore on we realized that Agriculture was an intensive course and there were various specializations and majors. This actually worked to our benefit. We received more individual attention and instruction from our lecturers. Many of our lecturers were UMAGANs, some were not, but all of them were unstinting in their advice and efforts in making the last batch of graduates from Fakulti Pertanian the best crop for Malaysia. We had wider choices for our specialization and more time to decide on the final year project paper. We worked hard.

As a general rule our practical training was in different sectors:  Farming and Food production, plantations of various government and private agencies, research stations and institutes. During these periods of learning and training we had the opportunity of seeking advice, postings and possible employment. We may be able to read about some of their life journeys in this Coffee Table Book.

Our senior years also saw many courtships and romances and courage for righteous causes. We started as boys and girls and grew to become men and women. We were innocent wide-eyed youngsters who wore jeans and kept our hair long. We marched in demonstrations for poor peasants and rubber tappers in Baling who were in near famine conditions when rubber prices crashed. We listened to fiery speeches of UMSU (University of Malaya Student Union) leaders at the Speaker’s Corner in front of the library. We were full of idealism forcing politicians to create a better society whilst pursuing our knowledge in Agriculture. Perhaps these activities ignited in some of us the desire to serve in politics.

How many of us remember the annual dance called the “Farmers’ Hop” in the Agriculture Faculty Concourse? Skipping lectures and asking classmates for lecture notes in return for a plate of mixed vegetable rice for a mere 70 cents? Throwing paper aeroplanes from the top of the lecture theatre to crash on the blackboard for dull lectures? Some of us who were skipping lectures to raise funds for overseas study tour (OST) to Indonesia were warned by a lecturer that she could fail us. We were cocky and countered that we were in a university and not in a secondary school, and that if we could pass the examination without attending her classes, it would be our privilege and on our own efforts. In fact, many in the OST were the top scorers in that course. Among those who went to that one month OST to Indonesia were Mohd Ali Sekak, Fatah, Hambal, Hanifudin, Ali Ismail, Aramugam, Phang FK, Ooi LH, including the late Othman Ngah, Wong Ah Kau and Hoo Chong Ee.

 Among the 125 of us who passed the final examinations and obtained our Bachelor of Agricultural Science degree, many have served in the agriculture sector. We have classmates who worked in agricultural extension services, plantation sectors, agricultural chemicals, agricultural research, and lectured in agricultural universities and international agricultural agencies at home and abroad. Some have opted for careers and professions in many areas unrelated to agriculture like banking, business, consultancy, etc. The Class of 1976 can boast about our Senator Dato’ Tee Tiong Hock, and Member of Parliament for Pasir Gudang, YB Hassan Karim. They have to serve for the rest of their lives because of the nature of party politics in Malaysia.

 We do not know if Universiti Malaya now still adheres to meritocracy and a strict grading system. In our time, we had high standards and a strict grading system for advancement. If a student failed 2 subjects in the final year-end examinations, that poor student would be required to repeat the same year. Some of our classmates failed the 1976 final examinations by a few marks and had to repeat and graduate one year later in 1977. Regardless of whether one got a General degree or a B. Agric. Sc. with Honours, we are proud that we have all accomplished and succeeded in the career paths we chose. We can hold our heads high and pat our shoulders and say, “Thank God, we have done well!”

 We all remember well, on the 26th of June, 1976 when we received our scrolls from the Chancellor of the University, HRH Sultanah Bahiyah of Kedah. Then, armed with that B. Agric. Sc. degree, we embarked on our journeys to serve the country and to create careers of our own. The class of 76/77 was privileged to be that group of students that has done well to fulfil the aspirations of our nation.
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