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Behi nd t he controversi al nethods and bl unt ness

Mention his nane, and the words "forthright", "controversial", and
"relentless" cone to nmnd. He has criticised governnents, disagreed with
the world and denolished anything that stood in his way often through
sheer force of wll.

Probably for this reason, the word "rational” is seldom used to describe
the Prime Mnister, despite the fact that Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad
is very much a man of nethod.

"My training as a doctor is very inportant because a doctor is very
nmet hodi cal ," he says.

"I once told The Economist, Arthur Conan Doyle was a doctor and he
created Sherlock Holnmes and the way Sherlock Hol mes solves problens is the
way a doctor would solve his patients' problens."

That ultimately is the nain simlarity between the Geat Detective
literature's icon of rationality, and the man of reason Dr Mihathir feels
he is.

In one instance, Hol mes annoys a police inspector when he finds a clue
a match, that would have been inpossible to find unless he was |ooking for
it.

"It was invisible, buried in the mud. | only saw it because | was
looking for it," says the sleuth. And he knew what to find because he had
t hought about what inevitably nmust be present.

I's that what drove Dr Mahathir to break with the conventions of the
financial world, five years ago when noney and currencies were roiling in
uncertainty?

Rationality, the Prine Mnister says, was his key to resolving the
ringgit's troubles during the Asian financial crisis in 1997-98, and
buffering Malaysia's fragile econonmy from the nerciless world

"I thought very deeply about this. | tried to understand currency
tradi ng because if you didn't, you can't do it.

"I had this idea of people carrying bags of noney across the border, but
nothing l|ike that happens at all. The noney is here all the tine.

G adual ly, | began to understand how currency trading is carried out."

H s eyes twinkle, and he smles broadly as he speaks; a hint there was
no way he would have backed down from the challenge of dismantling a major
Asian currency, the ringgit, despite global disapproval

He di splays sone neasure of the sanme verve when tal ki ng about anot her
potentially major nonetary devel opnent - the E-Dinar - which reflects his
present thoughts on currencies and the gold standard.

Dr Mahathir takes a Yugoslavian currency note out of his slim black

wal let. Its denomination, 500 billion dinar, is the highest ever issued in
t he worl d.

"It was worth 12 US cents when it was first issued in 1993. It is
wort hl ess now... shows that paper has no intrinsic value."

It is telling that one of the few books on financial nmatters that he has
read is Gregory MIlman's "Vandal's Crown", a book which describes how
currency traders nove billions of dollars around the world

"I buy a lot of history books. | don't read so much of the people who
say they are experts on economcs and all that."

Money is not the only matter that he examines with great care. Looking
out the span of plate glass in his Finance Mnistry office, he tsks at
what he sees.



"I wanted it to be like the Chanps Elysees, a long boulevard lined with
lots of big trees. In fact, when they started three years ago, | told them
to get the trees in first.

"They've put all these tiles, which is nice but only from above. And it
nmeans there's a lot of reflective surface, and it can get very hot."

His interest in the snallest of details was evident even 22 years ago
when he first assuned the office of Prine Mnister. And nethod was the
first thing he applied to organise the country's adm nistration.

"l medi ately upon ny appointnment, | introduced certain nmethods in the
adm ni stration such as the work manual, desk file and flow charts... there
was no system before

"In the past, it was not systematic. People expected a government
officer to know what he is doing wthout any references.

"The only guide he had were the General Oders, which tell him what not
to do instead of what he has to do."

Not surprisingly, Dr Mahathir has little attachnent to his workplace or
his official hone. "The only thing | did when | first cane in was to
inherit Tun Hussein Onn's desk, and | think it's still in the old office."

He says his pre-occupation with ruling the country has forced himto
give up wood- and netal -working as a pastime, sonmething he enjoyed in the
early years of his premership

"Once | tried to nmelt sone nmetal. | tried to light the gas, and it
expl oded in ny face

"l didn't tell anybody," he grins.

"But these days | have no tine," he says, a little wistfully.

Dr Mahathir has his foibles too. According to his aides, he hates having
his hair cut and nails manicured.

"He hates it because he has nothing to do while he sits there," says
Sufi Yusoff, Assistant Press Secretary to the Prine Mnister.

The professed rationalist is also not as organised as he wants to be. "I
don't retain papers that | wite. Sone get lost. | didn't think people
will be that interested."

And he does not trust his nenory. He says he has jotted down
observations and thoughts in "hundreds" of little notebooks that he takes
everywhere. "Don't trust your nenory. You will forget."

While his mind may usually rule his heart, he has been shown to be far
from an enotionless man. Like Hol nes, he can be roused to anger when
others fail to perceive what he sees so clearly.

"Ch, | have a lot of regrets. There are things that | find I'munable to
acconplish, mainly those that | fail to convince others that it is the
right thing to do.

"It frustrates nme because | know, and | think they know, what is the
right thing to do but they just refuse to do it.

"Like nmy problemwith trying to change the Ml ay character, to enbrace a
val ue system that can ensure them success, but they consistently refuse to
do it."

He worries about the capacity of Malays to absorb know edge, and their
propensity to retreat into religion

"Don't conplain later on when you find the other comunities way ahead
of us and we are far behind. It is our choice. W have provided the neans
you refuse, you object.”

Then for a split second, he |ooks noved when asked about the four nen
who have served as Deputy Prinme Mnister - Datuk Miusa Hitam (now Tan Sri)
Enci k Gnhafar Baba (now Tun), Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim and Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Adnad Badaw .

"Well, you know | lost ny first deputy because he didn't agree with ne.
My second was | ost because soneone had an anbition to take his place



"Then | have ny third deputy who |I was all prepared to hand over to in
1998. Unfortunately, as you know, we had an economc crisis. | found mny
deputy was unable to handle the (job) so I stayed on.

He shrugs and continues: "But | think up to now, Pak Lah is doing fine."
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