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Wtty and accessible, the newsmen's PMis a hard act to foll ow

Ahmad A. Talib

COVERING a Prime M nister like Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad requires
much energy and stami na. One cannot do justice to these assignnments if one
is not adequately fit to handle the job.

It's not just that the distance covered is extensive, it's also the
jostling for prinme space - fellow journalists are knowmn to get as close to
himas possible to fire their questions.

To sonme of his bodyguards, journalists and canmeramen nust surely rank as
one of their major daily headaches.

The scene where reporters and caneranen crowd around the PM at one
speaki ng-to-reporters routine would often repeat itself el sewhere on the
sane day.

He may be chairing a neeting in Putrajaya in the nmorning, and then nove
on to Kual a Lunmpur to open a conference before making an overnight visit
to one of the States later in the evening.

Newsnen, therefore, nust match himfor speed and stam na, which he seens
to be blessed with in abundance.

Ask any journalist or photographer tasked with covering the PMfor their
i mpressions. Most would say that he is "accessi ble" and "sporting".

Dr Mahathir seens to | ove his banter with menbers of the nmedia follow ng
hi m

One senior journalist said: "The nost interesting are his “sparring
sessions' with foreign journalists. More often than not they will find the
tables turned on themwith his witty and straight-talking replies." Dr
Mahathir is also known to answer all questions posed by the media to him

“In all my years covering the PM | have never conme across hi msaying
"no comment' to any query fromthe reporters,” another senior journalist
sai d.

Scenes of Dr Mahathir being "anbushed” or "nobbed" by reporters are a
common sight. Sonetimes he wal ks up to the reporters and ask t hem whet her
t hey have anything to ask.

"Wth his quotes and answers, he's a newsmen's PM" a fellow journalist
once sai d.

Sonetinmes, the PMwould start his unschedul ed Press conferences with a
question to the waiting reporters. "Ha, apa nak tanya, tanyal ah” (ha, what
questions have you got, go ahead and ask).

Usual |y, there would be sone hesitation as everyone waits for soneone to
pose the first question. He would then count "1, 2, 3" and nake an attenpt
to | eave the room Just as he does so, the questions would start pouring.

Press phot ographers following himsay the PMis an obliging person.

"I'n whatever situation, he will try to accommbdate our requests," one of
t hem sai d.

In jest, another caneraman said: "In this world, everyone including
worl d | eaders realise that if they want to | ook good, they need to obey
orders fromonly two people - the barber and phot ographer."

The caneraman said Dr Mahathir |ikes to joke wth photographers. He
renmenber ed one occasi on when the PMwas playing host to a visiting
Presi dent .

Dr Mahathir, who noticed the | enses trained on him told the President
that he was about to performa magi ¢ show

"He then raised his right hand and at that instant, there was a burst of
camera flashes, rmuch to the anusenent of everyone present," the



phot ogr apher sai d.

He's known to have scol ded journalists too. On one occasion, he told a
journalist on the doorsteps of the then Kuala Lunpur Hilton that he (the
journalist) could not be a serious one as he was using one of the hotel
serviettes as his notebook

"How coul d you use a table napkin to wite your notes on? |I'msure
you're going to msquote nme," the PM said.

The journalist has since stopped using a serviette and has been known to
have used a file notepad on subsequent assignnments.

One editor observed that the PM skips the usual neals when on | ong
overseas flights.

Once he has settled in after the take-off, he would request for his
meal s to be served first, which is not an unusual service for sonme mgj or
airlines.

After his nmeal, a hot drink would follow and he woul d then put on his
I i ght shades over his eyes and doze off while the others in the cabin
woul d have their normal neals, watch novi es and read.

About an hour before arrival, the PMwoul d wake up, have a |ight
breakfast, take out his files and start worKking.

By the tine the plane | ands, he's ready for his assignnents - attend
briefings where he's known to ask sone probi ng questions, tour factories,
attend bilateral neetings, neet his counterpart, nmake a speech, attend
di nner functions and, in between, neet the nedia. - Ahnmad A. Talib
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