Same place, Same time, Everyday

- In loving memory of dad, Dr Paul Chan Swee Mong

by Dr Chan Hian HuiVincent, FCFP(S)

“He was a good man.” “We will not
have another doctor like him.” “He
was a kind doctor, very caring to his
patients.” These were the words said
by dad’s old patients to me in the
clinic. My father, Dr Paul Chan Swee
Mong was a modest man, and many
of his good deeds were only known
to me after his passing last year on
02 October 2020. My father never
boasted about his good deeds, but to
hear patients describe how he would
often waive charges for the genuinely
poor (in the pre-CHAS era), to how
he went all the way to encourage a
patient who did badly in school and
was in despair, would leave me in awe.

Dr Paul Chan Swee Mong

He once told me about how in the
first few days of opening his clinic, he
charged an elderly lady a total fee of
$4. That elderly lady later knocked on
his door and asked in Teochew “are you
sure you have enough to use?” There
were many other small deeds here and
there, and to me, that would be like
“do(ing) small things with great love”
as mentioned by Mother Teresa.

The importance of the

village GP

| am sure there must be many similar
stories among our Pioneer Generation
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General Practitioners (GPs) who live and serve though a
time when Singapore was not as affluent. My father was
born into a humble family with 5 brothers and | sister, and
they lived in the Hougang area, in a place they call “Tapioca
Garden” in Teochew. From young, dad would often recount
how they would study at night with the kerosene lamp, a
lamp that sometimes caught fire. And it would seem that
their idea of a good time, was climbing trees and digging
ditches. Dad also had difficult to control asthma, and would
often have to visit the local village General Practitioner,
who would usually administer intramuscular adrenaline and
he would complain of the side effects, especially frequent
urination that bothered him most. Probably, it was dad’s
humble background and frequent visits to the local GP that
shaped his world view and convinced him of the good the
local GP can do.

Dad’s many small good deeds, as told by patients to me fill
me with pride and inspiration. Truly, there must be some
value being at the same place, same time, everyday. Being a
GP in a housing estate, day in day out, we become part of
the local eco system with the opportunity to contribute
not just to the health of the estate, but also to the psycho-
social aspects of the community. Local knowledge of the
community often provides context to the patients’ various
medical issues. Even as recent as early last year, | would often
marvel at how my father would seem to know everyone
in the estate. But | suppose this local knowledge can only
come by being in the area for a really long time, and taking
the trouble to take a good social history and construct an
extensive family tree for patients.

Uniqueness of each GP
In an era of great competition, when “Singapore’s largest
polyclinic” can suddenly appear one block and one road

away from me. It is heartening to know that there is still
a place for us GPs in the community. These few months, a
few of dad’s old patients suddenly returned to see us after
a lapse of several years, only to find dad gone forever. Some
would express regret, but though the institutions remain,
the GP is the institution. Once gone, is gone forever. So,
| hope our patients treasure and see us, while we are still
alive and here for them.

Building Ties with Local Organisations

Not just people to people. My father would also build
links with organisations in the area. Of them, I’'m proudest
of his work assisting the Singapore Buddhist Federation,
especially with their early work founding Bright Vision
Hospital. This wonderful relationship continues today. My
dad also found himself absorbed into St Joseph’s Dying Aid
Association, whom we sought help for his sending off last
year. | am greatly honoured when dad’s old patients who
are pastors, priests, monks and nuns come to see us. Dad
also understood the importance of building our own Family
Medicine community, and he was proud to have dedicated
time and energy to College (CFPS) and Health Maintenance
Office Pte Limited (the precursor to our modern-day
Primary Care Networks).

Constancy

| still ponder and wonder about how dad came to build
and maintain such wonderful relationships. Maybe it is the
constancy, of being a GP at the same place, same time,
everyday, doing small things with great love. For dad always
reminds me that money in itself would not make one happy.
Rather it is the service of others and the community that
makes one happiest. And we are privileged to be local GPs,
a great place to serve.
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