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Dr Siti Hasmah - the gentle persuader

Jocel i ne Tan

LATE aft ernoon sunlight streams in through the tall wi ndows of the western
annex of Sri Perdana where Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohanmed Ali has
settled down for the interview

The Iight casts an anber gl ow over an ot herw se al oof roombut al so
makes it alittle too warmfor confort despite the air-conditioners
hunmi ng in the background.

But she sits there, cool as a cucunber, seem ngly unaffected by the
heat. She is in her trademark baju | abuh, of silk batik print in creamand
baby- bl ue, and a lustrous ensenbl e of pearls on her fingers, neck and ear
| obes.

She had earlier wal ked rather gingerly into the roomin sensibl e-|ooking
bl ack punps. Apparently, her right knee and el bow are gi ving her probl ens
- that nmeans no badminton for sone tine with her "Bakti girls".

Dr Siti Hasmah is head of Bakti, the acronymfor the Associ ati on of
Wves of Mnisters and Deputy Mnisters. It is also sonetines referredto
- out of earshot of the Datin Seri, of course - as the "First Wves C ub"
for Bakti does not count second and subsequent wives inits activities.

Dr Siti Hasmah is clearly devoted to Bakti and its battery of charity-
rel ated work.

In fact, several of them - including Datin Faridah Mohamed (Dat uk
Sabbar uddin Chik's wife) and Datin Fai zah Shui ab (Dat uk Seri Megat Juni d
Megat Ayob's wife) - are in the next roomthat afternoon for sonething
| ess serious: karaoke singing and a cultural dance practice.

Bakti is but one of her activities as the wife of the Prinme Mnister.
She att ends nunerous functi ons each week, soneti nes acconpanyi ng Dat uk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad, sonetines in her own right.

For instance, a week later, she and Dr Mahathir were in London for the
Asi a- Europe nmeeting. Fromthere, she went to Washi ngton to speak on safe
not her hood at a Worl d Heal th Organi sati on conf erence.

Dr Siti Hasmah was a public sector nedi cal doctor before she nmoved on to
another "full-time job" as a politician's wife and, it is said, she
slipped into the latter role like a natural.

Al t hough essentially an urban Malay, she had little difficulty relating
to the Mal ay grassroots on whompoliticians |ike her husband depend for
support.

She has an easy charmthat imedi ately puts even total strangers at
ease.

A seasoned journalist renenbers his nmother telling himhowDr Siti
Hasnmah, then an ordinary MP's wi fe, won over the kanpung wonen because
"she was not sonbong".

They |liked the way she | aughed so easily and they were amazed that this
wonman doctor - a pretty rare species then - actually came into their
ki tchens, asked about their babi es and accepted t heir of fer of drinks.

Definitely, she was, and still is, nuch better at breaking the ice, so
to speak, than her husband.
A younger journalist says: "It's not put-on. She really is friendly,

even not herly."

Dr Siti Hasmah herself recalls howthe wife of a VIP froma Wstern
country, after spending an hour with her, suddenly decl ared that she felt
"so confortable" in the conmpany of her Ml aysi an host.

"I al most burst out |aughing. | don't know why they are scared ... |



don't | ook fierce, ny husband | ooks fierce. They think I'mlike nmy husband
you know, he blasts them"

She says her nedical training - especially the caring aspect - as well
as the stint in rural Kedah hel ped a great deal, even to this day.

"They adnmire you nore if you are hunbl e and act |ike one of them"”

The early days as an nedical officer also rekindles amusi ng nenories.

One day, whileriding pillion on the tok penghulu's notorcycle to give a
health talk in arenote village, the front wheel went into a gapi ng crack
inthe earth road. Both she and t he penghul u went tunbling into the padi
fields.

At a rural home on anot her occasion, the mdw fe with her denonstrated
how t he baby ought to be bathed. After giving a brief talk of sorts, Dr
Siti Hasmah, who was neatly grooned as usual, asked whet her they had any
questi ons.

A grandnot her watching said quite guilelessly: "Sanggul cantik."
Apparently, her small audi ence had been observi ng nore than the childcare
denonstration.

Still, she was a little shy and unsure when they returned to Kual a
Lunmpur in 1974 upon Dr Mahat hir's appoi nt ment as Educati on M nister.

"Puan Sri Khatijah (Tan Sri Ghazali Shafie's wife) was the first to
approach ne. She hel ped ne take nmy first steps w thout funbling."

It took sonmetine for Dr Siti Hasmah to get used to her husband's clinb
up the political |adder.

Thus, she would wait quietly with everyone else in the outer office of
her M ni ster husband when she canme to pick himup after work. By then, she
was working in the Public Health Institute nearby.

Li kewi se, she waited in the conmon area when she had to fetch himat the
airport, being too shy to use the VIP | ounge.

But not hi ng conpared to her consternati on when Dr Mahat hir was appoi nt ed
Deputy Prime M nister. The nei ghbours around their rented house in
Petal i ng Jaya canme over with congratul ati ons and t he phone rang non- st op.

"He was in Segamat that day and my goodness, when he canme hone ... all
those outriders and the noi se! W were so enbarrassed.

"Especially in KL, we have so many friends and now t hey had to nove to
the side of the road because of us. W would slide down in our seats in
embar rassment !

"My husband has this ruling ... they (outriders) are not to sinply use
the horn or siren. W don't like themusing their leg or doing this (her
| ady-1i ke wave of an armis only renotely famliar of the way outriders
try to sweep us of f the road) but sonetinmes, the new ones, they don't know
our idiosyncrasies."

She was nore prepared by the tinme Dr Mahathir was appoi nted Prime
M ni ster. She very graciously escorted her predecessor, Toh Puan Suhail a
Noah, back to the latter's house in the official car and stayed to chat.

That was in 1981. More than 20 years in the political fishbow seens to
have had remarkably few adverse effects on her.

She says she copes with stress by dealing with things she can solve
i medi ately, putting aside the troubl esone ones for |ater.

Her husband, on the other hand, goes horse-riding or into the kitchen
where he stirs up sonething sinple |like nmee goreng for the famly.

But, according to her, he used to relax in nore "anbitious" ways. Wen

they were still living in Kedah, he made t hings fromw ought iron and even
built five fibreglass boats and naned themafter the children.
Those in a position to nmake a conparison say Dr Siti Hasmah is still as

chirpy, sociable and energetic as ever.
The variety of organi sations and causes to which she has | ent her
support is reflected inthe titles bestowed on her - they range from



Mot her of Badminton to the Safe Mot herhood Award.

Yet, at the sanme tine, she manages to project that dermure, three-steps-
behi nd- her-man type of image al though there are not a few who believe that
her wel | -bred decorumbelies the persuasion she enjoys on her husband.

A framed Lat cartoon, which hangs al ong a narrow passageway in Sri
Perdana, suggests nuch - it depicts Dr Siti Hasmah hol ding Dr Mahathir's
armin a backtw st whil e he announces to an unseen audi ence: "So renenber
this, I did not ask nen to have four wives ... never ..."

She | aughs - though somewhat half-heartedly - at the suggestion that
politicians and their wi ves often seek her out to intercede on their
behalf with the Prime Mnister.

"My husband has his job ... | do not wish to intervene or to influence
him Once or twice, | tried to but .... He does not tell nme his problens
because he says |'ma worrier. | worry nore for himthan he does hi nsel f.

"Peopl e assune | knowa lot ... “Surely you know , they keep telling ne.
For exampl e, don't ask ne about Cabinet reshuffles. | amthe | ast to know.
So nmany tines, | knowthings fromthe TV.

"When he conmes back, | ask him "Wy didn't you tell me?' He says: " Yes,

| didn't tell you. Why should | tell you?' You see, he doesn't want ne to
interfere or worry.

"But there are certain things which | need to tell himand | do.

Soneti nes ny Bakti menbers and others, they need advice, to pass on
messages and i nformation to nmy husband. | would do so but | have to make
sure it is necessary or relevant.

"Many tinmes, | have been made the postman. Even letters are addressed to
me but the nessage is for ny husband."

She even recei ves anonynous | etters, which she dislikes.

Dr Mahathir, it has often been pointed out, keeps a puni shing schedul e.
If that's so, then his wife gives hima run for his noney.

She is by his side on nost overseas trips and is what the airlines would
probably wel cone as a dreamflyer. Quite often, she boards a pl ane, downs
a cup of Horlicks or Mlo and pronptly dozes of f.

Her only headache when it comes to travelling is in packing a suitable
war dr obe that takes i nto consideration the variety of functions she has to
attend. It grows even nore conplicated when it is a nmulti-country trip
i nvolving different climatic zones.

"That's why | must have ny James Gal way when packing."

As for her husband's wardrobe, she only sees to stuff |ike handkerchiefs
and under wear .

She has troubl e di stinguishing between bl ack and bl ue, so he sorts out
his own clothes - suits, shirts, socks and ties - and his ADC packs.

"The last trip, he forgot his cufflinks so nowthe ADC keeps a pair
handy in case he forgets."

Dr Siti Hasmah's strength lies in her devotionto the famly. Her voice
grows all nellifluous when dwelling on her husband and their children.

Oten, her nore difficult nonents as the Prine Mnister's wife arise
when she has to juggle official duties with famly tinme. This is
especially so during, for instance, Ramadan when t he coupl e are del uged
withinvitations while intheir hearts, it is with fanm |y nmenbers that
t hey woul d nbst wish to break the fast.

Bot h husband and wife are one of the nbst high-profile political couples
inthe country. One is rarely seen w thout the other.

They are, by npbst accounts, quite devoted to one another.

Thei r nunerous inmpul sive monents - captured by the nedia - suggest as
much: for exanpl e, hi mspontaneously tasting theicing fromthe cake from
her finger, she reducing hi mto guffaws, or hi mmaki ng funny faces at her.

Asked how her parents had taken to the idea of her marrying Dr Mahathir,



she says: "Well, they didn't know!| was marrying a Prine Mnister! M, |
was just happy to marry a doctor."

As for her husband, she adds rather nischievously: "There were only
seven of us (Mal ay nmedical students) and | was the only Malay girl. So, he
had no choi ce. But he was very persistent, | guess."

Persi stence pays, as they say.

( END)
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