
IF there was a Lifetime Award for 
contribution to journalism in this 
country and beyond, surely Jeffrey 
Francis would be in high conten-
tion.

There seems no stopping the pro-
verbial ink replacement for blood 
running through this veteran jour-
nalist; he’s just opened another 
vein – in Cybersphere (www.dow-
nundertoday.com).

And from his newly setup site 
plus a flurry of enlightening email 
exchanges, it is interesting to note  
that Francis was appointed the first 
“local” news editor – under the Ma-
layanisation plan in 1967 – of this 
very paper.  

Although residing in Perth for 
some 38 years now, Francis, who is 
editorial consultant at Australasia-
Pacific Media, still maintained a 
consistent presence every week for 
a good 22 years with his ‘Insight 
Down Under’ in the Sunday Star – Sunday Star – Sunday Star
surely again a record for the perse-
vering art of column writing. 

While all good things may tech-
nically come to an end – his last 
column saw print a month ago – 
Francis has speedily embraced Blo-
gosphere, saying “when one door 
closes, another opens.” 

No, sir – there would be no bury-
ing “Down Under”. 

“This is the continuation of the 
link of topical news and other sto-
ries from Australia,” says Francis, of 
his website.  Despite the seemingly 
daunting geek-speak ICT arena to 
most above 70 years of age, Francis 
is gamely taking on this challenge 
to also “explore in a more deter-
mined way my aspiration in other 
fields I have been keenly interested 
over the years… however difficult 
they may seem”.

While for starters, some apprecia-
tive readers have been posted com-

ments, Francis has had “another 
door” opening, and one that would 
lead straight to many-a-hardcore 
journalist’s heart. 

A reader from Rawang, whose 
hobby is collecting newspaper arti-
cle clippings – and yes, a fairly huge 
number of Insight Down columns 
through the years – made it a point 
to meet Francis for the first time 
last Sunday in Perth, thanks again 
to email connectivity. Francis’ reac-
tion? Imagine when a writer with a 
lifelong history in journalism says, 
“Beyond words.” 

Tell us a little about yourself
I have a beautiful and caring wife 

and two grown-up sons who have 
done well for themselves in Austra-
lia.  Like many young people with-
out a father (he passed away when 
I was 12), I left school to look for 
work to support the family, being 
the eldest son. I tried lying about 
my age but many then were aware 
the Child Labour Act prevented ex-
ploitation of children under 16. 

I landed a job washing filthy 
cars that were being overhauled. 
My pay? $15 a month of which $5 
went to tuition fees for night classes 
at Goon Insti-
tution in Batu 

Road (now Jalan Tuanku Abdul 
Rahman).  By the time I returned 
home from work and study, it was 
11pm, five days a week.  On Satur-
days, the work ended at 1pm.

My own learning, apart from the 
night tuition, was an obsession I 
had for reading – discarded news-
papers, old magazines and books.  
Remember this was pre-TV days 
and who could have imagined the 
World Wide Web today!

So how did you come to be a 
journalist?

I guess my devouring of words 
influenced my pursuing a career in 
journalism in 1954 with the Straits 
Times group – right from the any 
time-anything rookie beat up to the 
heat of a news editor. 

While a reporter, I was sent to Sa-
bah to open its news bureau in Jes-
selton (now Kota Kinabalu), where 
my proposed three-year stint was 
cut short to 10 months. In late 1967, 
the editor-in-chief Leslie Hoffman 
handling the newspaper’s Malaya-
nisation plan (leading to the for-
mation of the New Straits Times, 
separate from the Singapore entity) 
flew over to offer me the position of 
Malay Mail news editor. Malay Mail news editor. Malay Mail

In 1970, I took up a job offer 
with The West Australian in Perth, 
worked my way up to News and 
Feature Services manager before 
my early retirement 21 years later.

I now view the Internet facili-
ties as an extension of my life’s 
adventure with journalism.

What do you hope to achieve 
by your venture into Cyber-
sphere?

Although my website www.
downundertoday.com was started 
as a sort of service to keep readers 
informed about what is happen-
ing in Australia, I believe that it 
could  have a more significant role 
to play. 

 In this technological age while 
there are practically no boundar-
ies, there are still divisions, and sad 
to say, some hostility and hatred, 
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CyberSpot

Want to read more? 

Veteran journalist continues with online writing 

Still bleeding 
in Blogosphere

largely based on racism, religion, 
culture and tradition.  

I would like to see the site helping 
to foster friendship, understanding 
and harmony among the peoples of 
different nations, including Austra-
lia and New Zealand.

Blogging, I believe, can help to 
build a bridge for the sometimes 
angry and seemingly intolerant 
youths to interact with the elderly 
people who are sometimes also 
disappointed, hurt and snubbed. 
The Cybersphere can help mend 
the drifting from the younger gen-
erations. Such an objective is not an 
easy task; it will take a lot of plan-
ning and efforts, but it is worth do-
ing.  

Anything that irritates you 
about this virtual world?   

For me, a blog should not merely 
be an avenue to win support of its 
readers for political or personal 

gains. It irritates me sometimes to 
read all the nonsense and obvious 
propaganda that have been written 
in some political blogs, knowing 
that many of the promises could 
not be implemented.

Any memorable moments?
Offline, yes. Imagine flying in Air 

Force 2 (the US Vice-President’s 
plane),  You can now see pictures of 
the insides of such planes over the 
Internet – but back then it was just 
having to do the real thing. 

I was one of the first two jour-
nalists from Malaysia (the other 
was Bernama’s Musa Scully) to 
visit the offices of several American 
newspapers across the US, Times
and Newsweek magazines, defence 
bases, the UN Headquarters and, 
yes, the White House.  The trip was 
sponsored by the White House, 
State and Defence departments and 
the US Information Services.

Connecting with the 
man behind the words

WRITINGS can move a person � 
and it brought Major (Rtd) Manu-
el Dorall all the way from Rawang 
to Perth, Western Australia, last 
week to meet up with columnist 
Je�rey Francis for the �rst time.

�I �nd your column interesting 
and inspiring� great topics for 
discussion. I have a collection of 
clippings since the later 1980s 
when you went on as ’Insight 
Down Under’ in dark colours with 
the map of Australia�,� Dorall 
had �rst emailed, expressing 
he had felt something �missing� 
when the column did not appear 
on the �rst Sunday of April. �I am a 
fan of yours for many years�� he 
admitted.

Dorall, 65, formerly with logis-
tics/administrative branch of the 
Royal Malaysian Air Force Com-
mand in Kuala Lumpur, and who 
describes his hobby as �newspa-
per cutting�, lamented the demise 
of the �link�. Having worked in the 
Royal Australian Air Force base in 
Butterworth, Dorall said he was 
always interested in issues from 
that Asia-Paci�c part of the world 

�like many Malaysians who read 
your column� and that he was 
planning a trip to Perth with his 
wife over the Easter break.

When Francis replied with an 
invitation to meet up, Dorall was 
elated. �My wife knows what this 
means to me� I have all your cut-
tings in a folder�.

 So, on landing in Perth, Dorall 
immediately �linked� up with 
Francis, bringing with him some 
precious originals of the column, 
with its earlier logos and the 
phases it had gone through over 
the years.

Francis was utterly surprised. �If 
anybody had claimed such dedi-
cation, I would have thought he 
was just trying to please me� 
but the impressive collection is 
just beyond words.

�I am really delighted he made 
the time and e�ort to specially see 
me� to give such tremendous 
moral support � in fact, more than 
I could ever have expected.�

Dorall, on his part, has hinted 
he is looking forward to an auto-
biography by Francis.

Jerry Francis relates some of the stories that made his day during his 
long career. Visit www.mmail.com.my to �nd out what they were.

went to tuition fees for night classes 

COMMON GROUND: Dorall (right) and Francis at their very first 
meeting, going through the latter�s printed works. 
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