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He's sinply Tok Det to 15 grandchildren

Fauzi ah Ismail; Lee Siew Lian; Fazli |brahim
TO his grandchildren, he is sinply "Tok Det". The Prinme Mnister is
Granddad Mahathir - not the nman who dunmbfounded the country when he
announced he wanted to retire.

"I think nmost of them didn't quite understand what was happening," says
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad.

"They have never |ooked at ne as the Prine Mnister, only as their
gr andf at her. "

Hi s seven children - Marina, Mrzan, Melinda, Mkhzani, Mikhriz, Mazhar
and Mai zura - call him "Daddy"

"I was married during British tinmes. It was fashionable then to use
English terns, daddy and mumrmy and things like that, so it got stuck," he

says.
Dr Mahathir doesn't think any of his children and grandchildren take

after him "In terns of politics, none is interested. Even in terns of ny

profession, | can't get ny children or grandchildren to take up nedicine

They go their own way."

Hs relationship with his famly is very different fromhis own with his
fat her.

"I am very close to ny children. They talk to ne and | talk to them

"I was afraid of my father. He was a strict man. | was never very close
to him except in later years when he was very old and we discussed
politics.

"Before that, there was a distance between us but not out of fear. In
those days, respect for parents was a strong el enent.

"My father was one of those rare birds who actually ran away from hone
to go to school. In those days, Muslins didn't like their children to go
to school, which were run by Christian brothers. But he wanted to study,
so he went to school on his own. As a result, he was well educated for a
Muslim in those days."

Dr Mahathir, who just turned 77, does not show his age at all

He | aughs when told that many have wondered what his secret is.

"It is made up of a lot of little things. If there is one, it is
noderation in whatever | do. | don't overeat. | don't overstrain nyself
No excesses."

The doctor al so prescribes six hours of sleep a night.

"When | travel, people ask nme how | can start work inmediately upon

arrival. | tell them!| sleep on the plane.
"In fact, | can get to sleep longer on the plane than on the ground as
nobody disturbs ne. In 12 hours of flying, | wll sleep for 10."

He goes to bed between nmidnight and 1 am Party matters keep hi m awake
sonetines, he says, "but | nust adnmit | am able to sleep quite easily.
very sel dom keep awake at night."

Dr Mahathir al so catnaps, taking a 15-minute break during the day. "I
don't lie down. | just close ny eyes and go off for 15 minutes. Then | am
back. "

He listens to oldies, the evergreens of the 1950s and 1960s; the songs
he listened to when he was in university. "Those were real songs, not just
“hey, hey, hey'. Nowadays you don't sing but say, "~ baby, baby, baby'
There's no neaning in it."

And he dances. He likes those he did in university, especially the
foxtrot. "W had university functions and everybody danced. That was the



normin those days.

"Sonetinmes | ronggeng. Once in a while at sone private functions, they
ask me to dance the ronggeng."”

He still rides horses, a favourite pastinme of his, although he has given
up the wood- and netal -work that he enjoyed before.

He does not watch the evening news anynore, as he is required to attend
functions at night or catch up with work.

"I can't do any work in the office because that's when | spend ny tine
dealing with people.”

Ironically, the man who pushed Mal aysia to conputerise rarely uses the
machi nes hinself, and has left checking his e-mails to his assistants.

"People wite to me but | can't spend tine |ooking through it.
Sonetinmes, ny staff will give ne the hard copy. | am reasonably capabl e of
using the conmputer, (but) | have no tinme."

Nor does the trend-spotting "PM send text nessages over the cellular
phone.

"My wife does that. She doesn't talk to nme anynore. In the car when we
shoul d be busy talking to each other, she would be busy SM5-ing the
children. She doesn't hear what | say or see the scenery outside the car."

Smiling, he minmcs Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mhd Ali thunbing her
nmobi | e phone.

Still, he finds tinme to read the New Straits Tinmes in the nornings, and
as well as Utusan Ml aysia. "Sonmehow, | try," he smles, am d | aughter
fromthe 12 journalists present.

Retirenment or not, Dr Mahathir is unlikely to take up what many retirees
do - golf.

"It takes too nuch time. | can't stand four hours wal ki ng around
seem ngly exercising.

"In those days, you carried your own golf bag and wal ked. That is
exercising. Today, you go on a golf buggy. Yes, you get a kick out of
hitting a ball out there. So, | told golfers, if you get a kick out of
hitting a ball, why don't you buy one hundred balls and kick them"

He has yet to say what he intends to do once he starts drawing his
pensi on; his answers appear intentionally vague - no super-think tank,
maybe some party activities, a little witing.

He says he wants to rest a little, and only then deci de what to do.
"Although | plan things, largely | respond to situations."

He doesn't see hinself retiring overseas. "A lifetime, no. | would Iike
to spend a few days on holiday but everytine I am out of the country, |
want to come back. | feel nuch nore confortable at hone."

And hone, for now, seens to be Kuala Lunpur.

"I will stay in KL, | think. | can't go back to Alor Setar - nmost of ny
friends are no longer around. O course | |ove Kedah. That was where | was
born and brought up. But when |I go back there, sonetimes | feel like a
stranger. Mst of the people I know are here."

What is likely to keep Dr Mahathir conpany are his books. An avid
reader, he likes history books and indulges in whodunnits, such as those
about Sherlock Holnes. But he is quite keen on international espionage and
intrigue.

"l bought Sherlock Holnes and the rest of the detective stories and
there are sone favourite authors whom | never miss such as Wlbur Snmith
and Ken Follett."

Bet ween now and October, when he intends to |eave office, there is going
to be little time for hinself and his famly. Dr Mahathir says his last 10
nmont hs as head of governnent are shaping up as his busiest.

"Peopl e seemto want to pack in everything they can before | retire.
went to one state where they had five functions in the afternoon and five



functions at night."

Dr Mahathir seens a touch sensitive when asked about his birthday on Dec
20

"I don't celebrate birthdays. | tried to hide ny birth date as nuch as
possible. | don't tell people.

"Soretines, | go out of the country on my birthdays but this tinme, |
cannot go out. People plan birthday celebrations (for ne). It is
enmbarrassing... a public occasion was hijacked to celebrate ny birthday.
They prepared the pulut kuning and all that. | think one should have a

| ow- key birthday cel ebration once you are old. Birthdays rem nd you that
you are old."

H s birthday w sh?

"For this country to continue to be peaceful and prosperous.”
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