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A visit to one man's home
sheds light on the real
meaning of national
treasures and why we're
getting it all wrong.

BY LOUISA LIM
laukagithastas comnyy

QLLECTOR, custedizn, consersationlst,

The teal Henry Beag founder ol Putuk

Rebung Gallesy-Muszum end [ogal aris
tonnolsseur, emerges the moment you step
across the moss-covered gates inta his three-
storey Ken Yeang-desighed home - if ke lets
you thiough. that i3, :

“Alyon. can we reschedule the interview!
My kouse looks Bke Ali Daba's cave right now,
and 1 need at leact ana month ta clean up the
clutter,” he traisted over e phene earlitr,

AMter hatf-an-hour of Intense persasion,
the §8-year-old finsliy relented, but rot with-
oLt SOMe MisEvings,

“We Baba-Hyoovas are known [or our
hozpitality butit's been more than ene year
since § welcomed my st visitor, My hause
i 50 messy, it co disrespectiul fo youl” hw
mianed,

My curiesity yas piqued the moment |
g up. 1 bound up the porch 33 soon as
these massive gates creak apen, anly to find
my= Il tumibling into his varld,

1t's 2 worid that is both bizarre and mag-
nificent, ether wortdly and filled to the
brim with Peranakan furniture, [slansc
carvings, Christian feans, Chinese porcelaln,
Kelantaness sengket and big smiling Buddhas,

1 hte this hotse,” says Bong, as [ gape
at the magnificent sight before me. *IVs toa
mademn. Too harsh™

So Pang did what any creative foul would
do. He ripped his house apart - first by add-
ing wrotght-mon banisters from Penang, then
hand-painted Victnamese tiles, and subse-
quently Corinthian columns - to give it *a
softer look.*

The Sultan of Kelantan was so impressed by
what be saw that he agreed to launch Bong's
house under the Sayang Pusaka (love of heir-
looms) programme.

“Malaystans are very proud of thelr culture
but their homes are filled with stulf from
Thea, They really don't have amything at all
which reflects their roots, ¥5,

Bong's bone, thotgh, is a manifestation
aof his past and present, fram the intricately
¢arved Peranakan deor right up to 5,000
pieces of traditional Malaysian textiles piled
sb-feet high in the living room (he waso't
exdgyeratmg sbout Uhe mess),

“Feople usually think I'm eccentric, But |
suppase you have 10 burn with a degree of
exatement, to operate on a different plane of
existenice, to do wiat 1do.” he muses,

Mo place like home

s difficuit to describe what Bong does

without stereotyping him. The media has

bed his collection "one of the largedt in
Malaysia® - an achievement that he proudly
bears like a prizefighter.

The Textile Soctety of Thailand eyen ¢-
rmailed hlm a requed (or a tour of his not-
sa-humble abede 3 while age, a request tha
e s still delib=rating because of the current
disorder (incidentally, part of bis collection is
til) on loan ta the Sultan of Kelantan far an
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exhibition at e Palace Museim),

“That chair you're sitting on. for instance,
was Laken from the royal traln when | reno-
vated it. It's beautiful, is it not?” he asks, as
we kick back in the patio.

These objets dart may ke up every square
Inch of Bong's home, but they aren't the oaly
things that matter, We are surtaunded by his
ather loves, bis pets - whole cages, avianes
and aquariums of dogs, eats, bleds and fish, A
symphorny of seand and smells svirl in the
balmy evening 2ir as these animals wekcome
their first guest in over a year,

“This is Pusak,” e says, stroking a white
Kiteen in his arms. I rescued her a while ago.
Some of these animals | rescued, the others
1 beaght, They entich my [fe in a different
way,”

Hut that’s ancther story for another day,
Right now Bung is on & mission (o elevate
Malaysian art forms, particularly cultural and
lzritage aspests, o workd-Oass standards.

“Ihat's wehy | left my US$14.000-3-month
Job in the Banldng Industry te stant Pacuk
Rebung 13 years dgo. Vs a lifestyle institu-

tion which sells you your own bertage, he.
explaing,

Eocated i KLCG Whis musgum-cum.gallery
% a tribute ta the artistic and miltural Irgacy
lelt by Malaysiang across the centuriis, Much

of this quaint shop resembles Bengs home
~ fusty and Insimidating on the outside, but a

cavem of exctic freasures for those who Gan
Iook past the initial Baws, But while his shop
stocks myriad antiques and colleciibles, it's
anly & Fraction af what is fatd in Chdtea
Bong.

“1hnd it rather steange that spme of ns go
all the way ta London Lo gavwk at okl things




gk Resung is a Gribute o the artistic s
culiural legacy lef by Malaysiens through the
cenlries

when there's sucha rick anistic rradition in
Malaysia," he says,

Atings of ehildlie kappiness ihumlnates
his expression as ke speaks of his forma-
tive years in Sarwak, collecting his pareat's
things for the heckofit

My By was hardiy consérative, In fact,

my grandma had owo husbands, even though
she lived in the fate-15th centesy! The
women in my mily were very strong and
progressive, They werg the ones who taught
ma hard warlcand resitiznca, he <ys.

Bongy was alw arcand o vainess the estab-
Lshment of the hMalaysian Federation on Sept
16, 1963 - a day when he swapped his British
citizenship for a Malaysian one.

“Tiy b Ropedt, August 31 doesnt hild
much significance for me,” he says, "As a
Saravaian (1find)its Mataysia Day thar
matters, angd how we got there. Bid yeu
knees that Sukasna was strongly appased
ta the idea of Sarawa joiring Malaysia?
merefire, he stared 20 undectared war an
East Malaysia. Curing the confrontation, |
cauld Bexr gaabiee sight catside my haug:
every day.”

Bong eventually made his way 10 the
Peninsvla in 1972, after being offered a schol-
arship in agdeulural studies st Dnversid
Malaz}‘a.

“East Malaysians, particulany the
Peranakans, were a manifestation of
1Malaysia even before it was sloganisad
When Teains here, all | savw was racial polari-
sacon. It freaked me out” he says,

His forte had always been in history and
arts, not agricutture, bet the lack of inter-
est did ot hinder Bang's early career, and
he bezan working for B2rk Pertanian before
mavingan to ather banks.

“At the tail-end of my kankng carees with
the Bank of Amen<a, however, | began indulg-

Aszmple of Boog's tedde collection thit fes been
toingly Frammgd and put on disphay,

inz in my fove for architecture and intenor
design by desizning branches. That's when |
atarted asking muyield, What am | doing here?
1 can da s much mare than this by myself”
he says, ]

It touk Bang 12 years to answer his calling,
and he now dozs with fenveur full-nime what
he used to de for fun. Dees hie have doubts?

*Now Lwonder sEits te right calling,” he
wonders aloud, I should be a multi-miltion-
alee by now, but 'm pac”

The cost of cool

The ait buslness 5 3 tough basiness, Bong
feets overvorked and underappreciated.

*in this covntry, art is limited to paintings
and seulptures. We really need to enlarge aur
appreciatinn of things, \Why can't a piece of
alvique jewellery or pottery (rom (i 18th
century also be an?* he questions,

Bon't gel Bong wiong; he isn't against the
medemist movement. In his opinion, howey-
er modernity aleae doss nat make the man,

*1 think were suffering freen a ferm of colo-
mial hang-up,” he says ;

“We're Anglophiles wha, in cur quest ta
appear madem, end o detach oursebees
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from what's old, But you canral
© stuily Picasso for by years and call
I yaugsell an expert and come up
| with abstract paiminﬁs that den'e
mean anything, Yeu have to upder-
‘ gand the fundamentals before you
can evolve.” {
~ Bongtells me how disturbed ha
wag when, several manths 4o, o
visiting friend asked if Mzlaysia
was aiming 10 become the next Dubal, )
“Tha naw genesalion is quite directionless,
All we'se daing now is imitate and build oae
cublc hausa 2fter another, it makes you want
o puke,* hiesays
“The forcizners appreciate our heritage
nose than vie do,” s Beng, “Landopers and
Hew Yorkers are buying from me, Once sold,
thesa things leave tha country. § hape we

don't end up like Laos, To see Lhe best of their

clvitsaronal an, the Laorans have ta visit
France.” '

Dusk has fallen. Overcome with restless-
ness, | scan my surmoundings 23 Bong takes
A loag swig from a second can of Coke, HE
home seems capable of frizhtening the beje-
55 out of new visitors, especlally atter dark,
Under the fluorescent lamps, the ancient
selies srant 10 take o0 2 menacing glow and
tiiy Dieadd is replaying scenés from Amityyville
Homor.

The man, hawsver, shrugs of all talk of pol-
tergeists, claiming that it's just the by-product
of an everactive imagination.

“1, myseld, have never experienced any
Bad viles, even though 1 Five ameng execu-
ton swords, tomb canangs, death masks and
photagraphs of thosa long decrassd You reat
them as art, so why should they torture you?*
he says, smirking,

According to Hong, there is a long history
al canndiss=urship in ancient Chind, proving
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B0ri's MUSEUM (UM gacery stecks Jast a fraction of the cofzciives 1hat tan be feond in his

that such superstitions did rat exist then,

"Toe Ching Empérors rallected Ming pleces
and 5o forth,” he <ays "1 think mogdem soclety
has just bren expased w toa many harror
miovics, Everything Is kaunced to them,”

Haunted or not, Beng's houss has played
1¥0<2 19 A nusbes of dapner partles, several of
which were attended by luminaries, repari-
ets dignltacies and the occaslonal Sultan,
Mevertheless, if there was one person he
deams of inviting it is the e Tenko Alxdul
Rahma

n. ‘

FPye ep nich of Tuaku's things, ke ks
custemised greeting cards, his lesters and his
crystal wine decanters,” he says,

Apart from Tunku's memorabilia, Bong also
aans pleces by frank Swemeaham. the Wiite
Rajahs of Saraveak and Tenzku Mohammed
A che fast Sultan of Singapore - none of
which are up for sale.

VHow do yeu put avalee on sech things?
There's ne vaay 1 would sell them, because
I'm not like some prapl who sxy they warkd
sell their mothers for a price” he says, adding
somewhat slyly that be wiil not nama names,

hnd wihyere willall of these ga when he
kigks the bucker?

“They vall 7o 1o a deserving institution
dedicated ro my descendants and rustess,”
Bang declares,

*I'will oniy donate it to a muscum if it
displays credibility or a sign that it vajuss
fn_ur oontributicn. There have heen <o many

nékances when the names of danors disap-
peared over time.”

T fave my ¢country bet 1 don't know il they
feel the same wiay abaut me" he szys. “At
e end of the day, e Juse 2 guy selling old
things"

;Eah’mkuim Lim ot vavyersater.comyioli-
s,




