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Siti on a roll

Seel en Sakran
A SISTER to nmany, a nother to all. That perhaps best describes Dat uk
Paduka Siti Sal eha Mohd Ali.

At a ripe age of 77, she is as effervescent as ever, both in manner and
the way she deals with people. A grand old | ady who has survived a brain
tumour and breast cancer, she wills her past and current achi evenents to
God.

Siti Sal eha thanks the Alm ghty for enabling her to play her roles as
daughter, w fe, nother, grandnother and politician. However, two other
roles are equally close to her heart - as educator and charity worker.
Thus she is executive chairman of HELP Institute, governor of Sunway
Col | ege, adviser to the Asian Strategy and Leadership Institute Ml aysia
(Asli), and chairman of the Handi capped and Spastic Children's Association
and t he Sel angor School for the Deaf.

"This is all very much the product of ny upbringing and early famly
life. In fact, all ny nine siblings have contributed to the devel opnent of
this country in their own ways,' she says jubilantly.

Siti Sal eha received the award of ~Mther of Scouts' in February 1992
for her work as adviser to the Boy Scout novenent.

The award rem nds her of one anusing incident. | was giving advice to
the Boy Scouts in Ml aka when nmy brother-in-law (Prine Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad) paid me a visit. Arriving at the place, he asked the
boys, "Mana ketua? (Were's the leader?)." They all pointed up at a tree -
where | was!'

Needl ess to say, Dr Mahathir was taken aback. “Apa kak buat sana (Wat
are you doing there, sister),' he demanded, and she nonchal antly repli ed,
"dving the little ones sone advice.'

Siti Sal eha says Dr Mahathir was not very pleased - "He was worried for
my safety.’

This energetic woman was al so the first to be included in the Nationa
Archives “Wonen in Mal aysian History' list. |Is she honoured? O course,

but let it be buried there,' she says. Pressed further, she laughs. At
that time in the early 70s, there was probably no other qualified wonen.'

Del ving into her chil dhood woul d shed some light into this vibrant
personality. “Although the eldest girl inthe famly, | was regarded a
tomboy,' she reveals. "In the famly, Janeah (Siti Janeah) was the beauty
whil e Hasmah (Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah, now wife of the Prime Mnister)
was the m schi evous one.'

Certainly no pushover, Siti Sal eha wasn't one to play with the “nornma
girlish stuff'. She took to the outdoors easily, joining her brothers in
football and kite-flying. She was al so an active sportswoman and was
captain of the badminton teamat St Mary's Grls School in Kuala Lunpur

Sunway Group adviser Tan Sri Ranobn Navaratnam renenbers her as "a dear
old friend fromthe good ol d days'.

"I was schooling with her brothers in Victoria Institution and | used to
visit the fam |y back then.' He describes Siti Sal eha as an exceptiona
worman with “plenty of energy'. He is particularly struck by her |ibera
approach towards both the young and the old, irrespective of race.

Anot her noteworthy trait of Siti Sal eha, he adds, is her "lateral and
radi cal thinking'. "That's because her fanmly, especially her father, the
| ate Mohamed Ali Taib, had an intellectually open nind.

Both Siti Saleha's father and not her Khadijah had a great influence on



her. Her father was the Oficial Assignee at the Estate Duty O fice who

| ater becane | egal adviser to the Terengganu State Governnent in 1952
"Hi s enphasis on education was profound. That is one reason none of us in
the fanmily was a school dropout. | remenber when we were growing up in

Kl ang, we went to school seven days a week - English school from Mondays
to Fridays and Mal ay school during the weekends. In the afternoons we
attended religous school .’

Her not her played no | esser role. She was, Siti Sal eha says, a
remar kabl e woman who taught herself to play piano and who | oved to read
“She was the one who encouraged ny sister (Siti Hasmah) to study
medi ci ne."’

Siti Sal eha's own academi c achi evenents are by no neans small. She was
the first Malay girl to study at the prestigious London School of
Econom cs, graduating with a diploma in Social Science and Econom cs.
Later, at age 50 - very nuch undaunted by her nmuch younger course nmates -
she went on to read law at Universiti Ml aya.

She did not stop at that. "A few years later, | joined my son Zahari in
Engl and to acquire a diploma in building and construction.' Wy? " Learning
is my hobby - ny father had always instilled in us the idea that |earning
is alife-long process.'

Her career is also colourful - typical of the Mohaned Ali clan. It
i ncluded working as secretary to her father during Wrld War 1, as
secretary to a Japanese judge, as a teacher at the Pasar Road English
School in Pudu, Kuala Lunmpur from 1940 to 1942, and | ater beconming a
wel fare of ficer.

Anot her person who has known her since the early 70s is K Haridas, 52,
managi ng director of the Association for the Pronotion of H gher Education
in Malaysia. | was part of an international group called Mral Re-
Armarment which believes in cultivating good noral and spiritual val ues.
Siti Saleha was involved in it when she was in the UK and | while in
I ndia.'

Renmarks Siti Sal eha, " To have attai ned honour and prestige in ny own
right, on ny owmn merit and effort, | attribute it to four guiding
principles in nmorality. These are absol ute honesty, absolute purity,
absol ut e unsel fi shness and absol ute | ove.'

Hari das comrends Siti Sal eha as a person who transcends all religions,
and who believes that change nust come fromw thin. “~She is one person who
believes in respect for others and their religious faith and who cheri shes
the diversity inreligion.' Fittingly, she has nmet the Dal ai Lana and
Cardinal Sin of the Philippines, and is a regular patron of the Tenple O
Fine Arts' activities. (The organisation, |ocated in Brickfields, Kuala
Lurmpur is involved in promoting classical Indian arts.)

On her role in charity, Siti Saleha says, "It all started with ny job as
a welfare officer with the Mal acca Governnent. That was when | had the
notion that the underprivil eged, the young, the aged and the physically
handi capped needed sone form of gui dance and protection.'

But where did she pick up that trait? "Fromny nother,' she decl ares.
She recal | s how when she was young, her nother checked her pencil box and
asked her why all the shorter pencils were mssing. | gave themto ny
friends,' Siti Saleha replied. Her nother responded, "G ve themthe |ong
ones, next tine.'

Wiile Siti Sal eha believes in lending a hand to the needy, when it cones
to her own self, she advocates "econom c i ndependence'. “| renenber ny
father drumring that in quite well - "You nust be independent of your
brothers, sisters, your husband and even your children." And to train us
in those days, he gave us not nore than three cents as pocket nobney -
al t hough he could afford nore than that.'



That's probably what encouraged her to work while studying. | used to
wite for a magazi ne called The Student and was paid five Mal ayan dollars
for each story.' That experience turned her into an avid witer. She even
wote a colum in the then Straits Tines called Letters from England while
studying in the 40s.

Siti Saleha believes in a close-knit famly. "W try to go on holiday
toget her every year, nowadays with my children and grandchildren. This
practice started with ny father, who took us all to Port Dickson al ong
with the servants and cats!’

She | ost her husband, fornmer Auditor-CGeneral Mhd Zain Ahnad, in 1980.
Taki ng over the role of both nother and father, she sawto it that her
three children becane successful in their own right. Today, they all have
their own careers - Zahedi is a businessman, Zabidi a stockbroker and
Zahari an interior designer.

Siti Sal eha has fond nmenories of her brother the late Tun Isnail Ali
who was the fornmer governor of Bank Negara, and high regard for Dr
Mahat hir whom she refers to as a brother. She is also fond of the earlier
Prinme M nisters especially Tunku Abdul Rahman, whom she | oved as her own
f at her.

These days “when duty does not call', the tine is spent on hobbies like
witing, reading, nmusic and chatting with grandchildren. "And | like to
wat ch the F1, especially M chael Schunmacher,' she sniles.

Despite her age, she still finds tine for these various pursuits. The
phrase "taking it easy' does not exist in Siti Saleha's dictionary. "It is
my nature to be on the go.'

She ponders after saying that and continues, "Perhaps there will be a
day when | must (take it easy), whether | like it or not, but that notion
has not crossed my mind. But | hope it will not happen as | don't like to
be seen as doi ng not hing.'

That's Siti Sal eha for you, who despite her age and workl oad, still has
the zest and energy that will put nuch younger wonen to shane.
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