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IPVanWinklefallingasleepunder
a tree and waking up a hundred
years later is emblematic of how
timestretchesintheforest.These
areplaces todream. In the forest,

you’reno longerchasingafter time; you’re
deep inside time. This is a vital antidote to
ourcrazycityculture,spinningdizzily from
one thing to the next.

Take a walk into the forest, and the
longevity of the trees and the purposeful
rhythm of the forest will offer something
different. The calm of the forest isn’t
passive. Here is continuity, energy, beauty,
stillness — and enviable efficiency. The
woodswastenothing.Theforestisanatural
economy that supports its life and ours.
It isn’t a luxury. If we want to re-stabilise
our climate and planet, the re-wilding
we’ll need beginswith protectingwhatwe
already have.

FortheTamanTuguprojectteam,it’sthe
collective effort to rehabilitate and protect
a 26.7ha land that promises to deliver
from the get go. The secondary forest that
thrived on once was home to Malaysian
government officials including Malaysia’s
first Lord President, the nation’s first
director of agriculture as well as Finance
Minister Tun Tan Siew Sin. Its shaded
groveswerealsohometoBritishresidents
(back in our colonial years), government
quarters; and remains of these buildings
are still evident — covered with vines and
undergrowth — as you walk through the
undulating trails within the park.

“It’s a different world out there,” says
CalvinJacob,TamanTuguprojectdirector.
Evenunder themiddaysun, they’replaces
ofmurk andmystery, blotting out the light
with amille-feuille of foliage. It’s also, on a
crispFebruarymorning,eerilybeautiful; its
twisted trees casting strange shadows on
the paths as we walk, talking and laugh-
ing-ourvoicespiercingthroughthemuted
silence under the dappled green canopy.

“Look out there,” he points at the dis-
tinctive Petronas Twin Towers that looms
up from beyond the periphery of the park.
“As the crow flies, we’re only about two
kilometresaway fromtheTwinTowers. It’s
remarkable how this place is right in the
middle of the city, and yet it’s far removed
from the sounds of the city.”

He’s right. Birdsong, crickets and the
buzzof insectsdominatethesoundswithin
this space. Still under the radar by most
parkgoers,theparkismadeupoftall trees,

plants, streams
and undulating

trailsthatwouldbemoreathomeinarural
outpost than in themiddleof ametropolis.

PROTECTINGMALAYSIA’S
PUBLIC SPACES
For Jacob and his team, it has been an
eventful journey tosee thepark finallyset-
tlinginitscurrentshapeandform. Thevast
lush secondary forest that developed over
the once-habitable land lay dormant for
manyyears.“Thislandwasinitiallybrought
to Khazanah Nasional Bhd attention as a
proposal to be converted into a for-profit
tourist attraction theme-park,” he recalls,
adding bluntly: “Initially, we thought it was
a great idea. The numbers made sense
and the multiplier to the economy was
also good. So we took it on as a commer-
cial project.”

But as Khazanah went on to engage
withthelocalcommunitiesandcivilsociety
movements aswell as non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) like the Malaysian
Nature Society (MNS), they were told:
“Look, this is anice secondary forest area,
why not keep the forest and turn it into
a park?” After a lot of engagement and
dialogues with various groups, Khazanah
decided to drop the commercial project,
and instead, take it on as a CSR project
and convert the land into a forest park in
theheartof thecity. Enter theTamanTugu
project team—theCSRarmofKhazanah.

“Wesaidwe’d take it onunderonecon-
dition — that this site must be preserved
into perpetuity as a public green space,”
sharesJacob.WhatKhazanahproposedto
the government was that Malaysia adopt
the National Trust model that’s been car-
ried out in the UK.

The National Trust for Places of His-
toric InterestorNaturalBeauty,commonly
known simply as the National Trust UK,
is an independent charity and member-
ship organisation for environmental and
heritage conservation and is the largest
membership organisation in the United
Kingdom.

Started in 1884with just one asset, the
trust was established under the Compa-
niesAct (1862-90). The trust is knownasa
charity that works to preserve and protect
historic places and spaces— for ever, for
everyone. Founded in 1895, the trust has
been bequeathed with powers to prevent
landfrombeingsoldofformort-
gaged, and can only be overrid-
den by Parliament.

Says Jacob :
“Today, the National

of a cityy
Aforestedparkwithin the
city is set tobecomepart of
thenation’s natural heritage,
writesElenaKoshy

Heart

TheTamanTuguproject team. (From left)TraceySurin,CalvinJacob,MienalHussinandEngku
Safwan.
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Trust UK has been incorporated by six
separate Acts of Parliament, owns more
than 350 heritage assets and is one of the
largest landowners in theUKwithover242
811ha of land.”

Following its footsteps, thePublic Trust
to own andmanage the Taman Tugu Park
will be established under an existing leg-
islation, The Trustees (Incorporation) Act
1952 with just one asset. The trust known
as “AmanahWarisan Negara” (Awan) will
hopefully, saysJacob,beable toundertake
moreprojectsthat involvetherejuvenation,
rehabilitationand/oroperationsofselected
publicspacestogetherwithheritageassets
ofnationalsignificance—asinspiredbythe
NationalTrustUK. “We’rehopeful that this
public park will soon be transferred into
Awan to bemanaged and protected for all
Malaysians.”

TREASURESOF THEFOREST
On the website of the National Trust UK,
the following is written: “Prominent social
thinker and philanthropist John Ruskin
once said: “Themeasure of any great civi-
lisationis itscities,andameasureofacity’s
greatness is to be found in the quality of

its public spaces,
its parks and its
squares.” It’s hard
todisagree.Afterall,
public parks have a
very special place in
theheartofanation.

City parks and
open spaces have
been known to

improve our physical and psychologi-
cal health, strengthen our communities
and make our cities and neighbourhoods
more attractive places to live and work.
Numerous studies have shown the social,
environmental,economic,andhealthben-
efits parks bring to a city and its people.
For example, they attract tourists, serve
as community signature pieces and form
a vital part of our country’s culture and
history.

In Japan, shinrin-yoku or forest bathing
— basically going for a stroll in an ancient
forest— isastandard formofpreventative
medicine. Inspired by ancient Shinto and
Buddhist practices, nearly a quarter of
the Japanese population still enjoys forest
bathing today.

There’s also a field of study that tries
to understand not just why walking in fra-
grant, old-growth forests is good for us
but also how the magic of trees works on
humans at a molecular level, in our cells
and neurons. The data is compelling: lei-
surely forest walks reduce heart rate and

blood pressure, decrease sympathetic
nerveactivityand lower levelsof thestress
hormone cortisol.

The benefits of having a green space
is endless, agrees Jacob, quipping: “The
secrettogoodhealthmightjustbeawalkin
thepark!” It’softensaidthatparksmitigate
the effects of climate change. Their trees
absorb and store carbon and trap particu-
late matter on leaf surfaces. They absorb
stormwaterrunoff,keepingitoutofsewers
and countering pollution, and they reduce
the impact of the urban island heat effect.

He goes on to point out that there have
beenseveralnoteworthydiscoveriesfound
withinthearea. Walkingthroughthetrails,
he stops and points at a towering tree that
looksalot liketheubiquitouspalmoil trees
we see in endless plantations across the
country — only much taller. These are
believed to be the original trees brought
in by theBritish duringMalaysia’s colonial
days. He explains: “The British initially
introduced the palm oil seeds from West
Africa, and planted it for ornamental
purposes.”

The Forest Research Institute of
Malaysia (FRIM) has already identified
and tagged 1,000 trees for preservation,
including indigenous species such as
Jelutong, Tembusu, Pulai and Gaharu —
some measuring more than 1-metre in
diameterandpossibly about acenturyold!

Plans are afoot, reveals Jacob, to plant
morethan4,000treeswithinthepark.“The
idea is to have a rainforest setting even-
tually with a lot more diversity which will
potentially attract more fauna within this
area,” he says.

It’s been a far cry from being an
abandoned area and an illegal dumping
ground in the past. As the secondary
forestdevelops,Jacobnotestheecosystem
is slowly transforming into the green
wilderness it was meant to be. “I can see
andhear and feel that there are a lotmore
fauna within this forest. Initially there was
justmosquitoeslah!Buttherearealotmore
insects. I see a lot more dragonflies and

I’ve even been stung by a bee!” he jokes,
before adding: “And that’s attracting a lot
more birds.”

Birds. My eyes light up as I spot a
Greater racquet-tailed drongo with its
distinctive elongated outer tail feathers,
flitting through the trees. There are birds,
indeed.“We’regettingalotofbirdwatchers
visiting the park,” he remarks, adding that
to date, there has been more than 20,000
people who have been through the park.

“This space is here for all Malaysians
andwill be available for themand for gen-
erations to come,” says Jacob. “But I also
hope that people will consider the green
spaceswithin their own areas, and to fight
for theseplacestobepreserved. Thistrust
we’reestablishingisavehicletopotentially
safeguard these spaces.”

The Taman Tugu project is currently in
collaboration with various public sector
agencies, private sector companies
and civil-society organisations. “We’re
planting trees, working with NGOs and
groups to organise public engagements
and activities within the park, and we’ll be
workingtowardsensuringthatthispatchof
forestremainprotectedintoperpetuity,”he
explains smiling as wewalk together past
a towering Pulai tree.

I can’t help but reach out to touch its
bark in wonder. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” he
asks,beamingwithprideas Inodmyhead.
Toweringtrees,littlestreamsandwell-kept
trails that snakearound theparkprovide a
welcome respite from the city smog. “But
there’s a lot more to do,” he confesses as
we head back to our parked car.

As Jacob and his team work hard to
rehabilitate and protect this little patch of
forest, turning it into a veritable Eden of
sortswithin thecity, anoldquotebyErnest
Hemmingwaycomestomind:“Theearthis
a fine place andworth fighting for.”

Perhapsit’s time,tolookaroundus,and
asJacobhopes, considerourenvironment
anddecidewhatkindofdifferencewewant
tomake for our future generation.

elena@nst.com.my

Sereneenvironment in
themiddleof the city.
PICTURE COURTESY OF ELDERS
OF OUR FOREST

Birdsare comingback to the forest.
GreenBilledMalkohaatTamanTugu.
PICTURE COURTESY OF COLONEL KIM HINN LAI

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT:Theecosystemwithin thepark is slowly transforming into thegreen
wilderness itwasmeant tobe;Theparkcurrently comprisesapproximately4kmof forest
trails. PICTURE COURTESY OF ELDERS OF OUR FOREST;Remainsofoldgovernmentquarters thatonce stood
within theparkarestill evident—coveredwithvinesandundergrowth.

WHERE: Taman Tugu Park
OPENINGHOURS:7am to 6.30pm
ADMISSION:Free
For details, go to www.
tamantuguproject.com.my
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