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Bet ween not her and daught er

Sharifah Al -Attas
THE i mmacul ate coiffure. The inportant but understated jewellery. The baju
kurung in co-ordinated yet unthreateni ng col ours.

It could only be Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali. Poi sed and
perfectly turned out, the 76-year-old Prine Mnister's wife - a
grandnot her 15 tines over - is warmand gentle. But one senses the steely
determ nati on beneath the polished surface; a determ nation which has seen
her triunph over academnmic adversity and ot her obstacles.

Her daughter, seated beside her in the receiving roons at Seri Perdana,
is equally well-grooned. Boasting an enviably even conpl exi on - which she
| aughi ngly dism sses as "nmarvel | ous nake-up' - Datin Paduka Marina
Mahat hir waits patiently, back ranrod-straight, as her nother describes
their rel ationship.

Presi dent of the Malaysian AIDS Council and nenber of the Wwnen's Aid
Organi sation, she has a reined-in energy about her, as though about to
| eap up at any nonent.

Dr Siti Hasmah on Marina

"WE were overjoyed when Marina was born. My husband wasn't the | east
di sappointed to find his firstborn a girl ... although we were caught a
little flat-footed. There was no ultrasound then, and all our preparations
had been in blue! Suddenly, we had to think pink

Baby Ina burped a lot! She was our little burping buffalo.

There's a phot ograph of ny husband, home fromthe hospital and still in
his white doctor's jacket, holding her high in the air over his head.
There was a type of aeroplane at the time, and he called her that ... she
loved it!

He made it a point to come honme, and be with her. We both worked at Al or
Star's general hospital. Wen |I began there in 1956, he was already a
medi cal officer.

We'd both attended the King Edward VII Col |l ege of Medicine in Singapore
- the foundation of today's Universiti Ml aya Faculty of Medicine. |

hadn't taken any particular notice of himat first ... he was just a man
from Kedah!

| had to repeat ny first year at the college. | hadn't done well enough
to proceed to second-year studies. You see, |I'd had no Physics or

Chemistry until then, and Mahathir actually hel ped tutor nme in Physics.

VWhen we nmarried and had Marina in June of 1957, he resigned and went
into private practice later in the year

By 1958, Marina had a companion - her brother Mrzan. She wasn't jeal ous
at all; they enjoyed each other's conpany.

In the evenings, they'd rush round the garden after the gardener, Pak
Hashim begging himto tell themstories. He'd dilly-dally - deliberately,
of course - so they'd have to plead, coax and wheedl e!

We enrolled Marina in ballet classes, so she could | earn good posture.
The ballet m stress was very gl anorous, and would notor from Penang in an
Ma It didn't last, though ... suddenly, it all just stopped. | always
wondered i f somet hi ng had happened to her

It's a pity - that, and nusic. Piano | essons were abandoned - the
teacher was a dragon! Strangely, nowadays she tel ephones the sane | ady,
and they have lovely chats. Mss Sibert - she was enornous!

Marina has a flair for witing, too. That's partly fromnme, but nostly
fromher father. In those days, it was natural to wite.



As a teenager at Tunku Kurshiah Coll ege in Serenban, she wote |ong
| etters about what she was doing. She'd wite reans about a choir
conpetition ... pages and pages of mnuti ae.

There was no e-mail. They weren't allowed to tel ephone, either from TKC
or, later, fromlpswi ch and Brighton in Engl and, where she studied for the
A-levels and went on to university. Tel ephoni ng was conplicated, or
expensi ve.

It's amazi ng how ti mes have changed. Now, ny daughter's daughter is at
school outside Mel bourne in Australia. She isn't allowed to e-mail or cal
either. She has to wite, and Marina has to reply.

Ina searched high and low for a suitable witing pad. There weren't any
- not decent ones, at any rate.

She bought her daughter aerogrammes; |neza didn't know what they were -
she put themin envel opes!

Ineza's earliest letters were in SV5-speak; e-mailese. Slowy, though
she began witing properly. Her words and her vocabul ary are expandi ng.

The art of witing's been lost. Handwiting is appalling, too - macam
budak- budak! It's print, not cursive. They don't teach cursive at schoo

any nore. And with SM5-ing ... things are abbreviated.

I"'mlike Ina - | can't abbreviate; | can't wite just a page or two.
Even with birthday cards, the white space is conpletely full.

Ina's dressing has changed, too; | renenber her hot pants! She says she
was then of an age to wear them and that now she is not!

She's a people person. 1've net all kinds, especially in ny profession -
the ailing and the healthy. You devel op conpassion, and | think she has
that. | admire her conpassion, especially for the underprivileged, and for
those with di seases that people stigmatise, such as AIDS

She works hard, as | did. I was in charge of the maternity ward, and the

anbul ance would fetch ne in the dead of night. Babies would be born at two
and three in the norning, and it's not a matter of seeing the patient and
goi ng hone agai n. Wien babies are born, you must stay until you're sure
the nother isn't bleeding and is okay.

Marina's as obstinate as | am- which is good and bad. She's
argunentative. To prove a point, she'll argue until I'mdriven up the
wal 'l But | admire her persistence.

Al so, she's travelled, and travel broadens the m nd. Once upon a tine,
the only tine she had travelled al one was at 16; she was in Anerica for
three nonths with an AFS student's parents. Ot her than that, and when
schooling in England, she was with us - al ways.

Now, she's nore independent, and in control of her response to
chal | enges.’

Marina on Dr Siti Hasmah

ITTS difficult to compare Mutmy then and Munmy now. Then, | was a

child; now, 1"'man adult nyself. Life is different - as a child, one is
entirely dependent on one's parents. As an adult, one isn't.

W lived in a small town; no Internet, no nobile tel ephones ... no
not hi ng.

In ny school, | was one of the very feww th a working nother. The ot her

not hers were honemakers; they weren't careerwonen.

I was made to feel strange because of this - because it was so unusual
On top of that, she was a doctor

| always thought it was normal to have a working nother. But at a
friend's house (a house full of daughters, with a honemaker nother), they
jeered, "Your nother works!" and I felt small. It was childish harassnent;
| was about 11.

I wondered if it were strange. WAs there sonething m ssing?

But | was actually perfectly happy with the arrangenent. W were in



school half the day anyway, then there was |unch, followed by homework;
and by five, they were back. It's not like I was sitting hone al one. And
Pak Hashi mwould tell us Sang Kancil stories.

The upside of it, though, was that | grew up feeling that it was normal
for wonen to work.

Ironically, when | married, | did stop working! Wich was a good thing,
actually. It gave nme a two-year respite, and a different perspective on
stayi ng hone.

Peopl e used to raise a hue and cry about staying hone and caring for
your children yourself, w thout help, as though it were a disaster. But it
wasn't. | realised that a housewife is a manager; you nmust plan, draw up a
budget ... | developed a healthy respect for living at hone.

In ny resune, 1986-1988 reads "household and infant nanager". Wnen get
it right away; but a man once asked, "For which conpany?"

Mum handl ed t he day-to-day discipline. Al ways scol ding! Dad expl oded
rarely, so when he did, it was nore scary! Paradoxically, he was |istened
to nore..

They were strict about school, and | was hopel essly undi sci plined about
putting things away.

I'"d go to school with no pencils. In primary school, | went with a cold
and no tissues or handkerchief. |I'd tear out exercise book paper
anyt hi ng!

Now, ny relationship with nmy nother is different, obviously. |I've |eft
hone; | have ny own famly; |I'ma nother nyself.

Munmy' s good at advice, and caring for her grandchildren while |I'm away.
The trouble is, she's away so much herself.

| speak to ny daughter. | try to be proactive - | nust practise what |
preach. W have "girl" nonments, and | talk to her about her body.

| got books for her early on. If 1'd had that sort of book at her age,
I'd never have read it in front of my nother! My daughter does so right in
front of nme, though.

Safe sex? AIDS? That's a little harder! My husband urged nme to broach
t he subject, what with her going to Australia, but it isn't easy. |
finally managed it the day we left her

But she's sensible. She's been exposed to stuff, she isn't giddy ..
about boys or anything el se. But you never know

My daughter's always attended a co-ed school. There are so few single-
sex school s any nore, anyway.

| grewup in a girl's school systenm it was girls, girls and nore girls
until A-levels. Then | found | had warped i deas about boys. | assuned they
were cleverer. Later, in a co-ed school, | realised they weren't. The
segregati on had made them seem creatures apart.

VWat's admirabl e about Mummy? She's a wonderful mnediator, mainly between
me and ny dad ... that's where it's nost necessary! She's supportive of
worren's rights, for exanple - nmeaning of ny rights as a wonan!

She tries to tone us both down, each to the other. He's basically a guy.
He's pretty liberal, but can have conservative views.

It nust be divine retribution, but when | was pregnant, he kept going on
about a grandson; with the second, too. He's got 10 granddaughters, and

five grandsons ... serve himright! He has no choice but to deal with this
bevy of fenal es!
My nmother is warm and people respond to that. I"'mnore like ny dad -

respond to ordi nary people, but have problens with the high-and-mghty.

VWhat' s aggravati ng about Mummy? She fusses! When we were returning to
school in England, she'd pack. She's the world's best packer, and can pack
anyt hi ng, anywhere. She'd urge us to bring soap powder, for exanple. Why?
They have it in England! It couldn't have been ny untidi ness; after a



whi |l e, that becones inconvenient - so one |earns
* The witer can be contacted at sharifah@stp.com ny
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