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As he lay dying in Belgium in 1917, 
Captain Noel Chavasse dictated a 
letter to his fiancee. In 1908 he’d 
run the 400 metres at the Olympics 
and now as a doctor in World War I 
would become one of a handful of 
men to win two Victoria Crosses. 
He would die of his wounds at 32, 
but not before he told the nurse to 
write these words: “Duty called and 
called me to obey.” 

Duty propels some athletes, it has 
taken them to war, and now, in a 
time of Covid-19, it draws them to a 
new front line. Duty has led Atiq 
Syazwani Roslan, a physiotherapist 
and Singapore silat exponent, to 
exchange a competition uniform 

for a PPE at worker dormitories; it 
has taken a local hurdler, Dr Ang 
Chen Xiang, 25, from the track to 
the emergency department. And 
they are not alone. 

These are people in medicine and 
so healing is their job and yet some 
are volunteering for specific roles 
that might put them in closer reach 
of the virus. As athletes, whose 
bodies are their instruments, there 
is an in-built instinct for 
self-preservation and yet as 
medical practitioners their 
inclination is to step forward. Duty 
isn’t just a legal obligation, says the 
online dictionary but also a moral 
one.

Across the planet, without 
fanfare, stories are emerging of 
athletes joining the global scrap. 
Maxime Mbanda is an Italian rugby 
player and a surgeon’s son who 
volunteered as an ambulance 
driver. Jo Brigden-Jones, an 
Australian kayaker, is doing land 
work as a paramedic. Dorra 
Mahfoudhi, a Tunisian pole vaulter 
and fifth-year medical student, is 
helping her nation’s Covid-19 task 
force. 

This is not remarkable and yet it 
is meaningful because duty always 
has a heft to it. Sport breeds a 
certain selfishness because it is 
primarily about standing out and 

apart. Athletes, in a way, have to be 
self-absorbed, single-mindedly 
consumed by their weight, diet, 
sleep, improvement, and it makes 
for a “me-first” world.

But like war, this pandemic asks 
for everyone to weigh in, to put 
self-interest aside, to recognise the 
greater good. And when athletes 
arrive on the front line, when they 
insert swabs into nostrils and tend 
to their fellow citizens, they 
reiterate that. They are serving the 
very community which cheers 
them.

We often see athletes as entitled 
even if it is a small, if significant, 
minority. Nevertheless, an athlete 

in a white coat, her spikes 
exchanged for stethoscope, 
powerfully refutes any idea of 
privilege. It is a symbolism which 
matters in such a time. As stories 
emerge of occasional athletes 
breaking social distancing and 
lockdown rules, and of 
self-indulgent scraps in sporting 
leagues over pay cuts, these 
athletes give sport a shine.

For athletes, who often speak of 
stepping out of their comfort zone, 
the pandemic is a tutorial in 
precisely that. This fight is bigger 
than anything they know. As an 
arena right now, the hospital is 
unrivalled in its intensity and 

athletes will be grateful for any 
lessons they might carry from field 
to clinic.

As the kayaker-paramedic 
Brigden-Jones said in an interview, 
the similarities between both 
professions are evident “because 
there are a lot of situations where 
you need to perform under 
pressure”. Without stretching the 
parallel too far, sport has virtues 
which can be of value in medicine: 
calmness amid chaos, stamina, 
decision-making, patience.

But sport is mostly a joyous 
activity, where “battle” is an 
exaggerated idea and no one goes 
home in body bags. If one word 
separates these professions then it 
is in how they interpret “loss”. 
Defeat is not dying. Once this 
pandemic passes, the 
athlete-doctors will be left with 
many things, including a fresh 
perspective. Sport will be the same 
and yet, for some, forever 
different.

In a story so legendary it is 
mentioned even on his 

biographical page in the Australian 
War Memorial website, the 
legendary cricketer Keith Miller, 
who flew de Havilland Mosquitoes 
in World War II, was once 
questioned on how he managed 
pressure on the field. His reply was 
suitably dismissive. “Pressure,” he 
explained, “is a Messerschmitt up 
your a***.”

This story of Singapore’s athletes 
on the front lines by my colleague 
Low Lin Fhoong is a valuable one. 
It tells us this fight needs every 
working hand, it reminds us fame 
gives no one immunity, it informs 
us that athletes aren’t 
one-dimensional people.

There is no winning bonus here 
for them, no glory, no parade, no 
adequate sleep hours. This is real 
life and its harsher repercussions. 
No medal is to be given out, but 
respect is to be found. For they 
have done the most elemental 
thing: they have answered duty’s 
call. 

rohitb@sph.com.sg

CARMEN GOH, 29, 
NATIONAL NETBALLER

Like any happy-go-lucky teenager, 
Carmen Goh was delighted when 
school  classes  were  cancelled  in  
2003 owing to the severe acute res-
piratory syndrome (Sars). But the 
deadly  disease  that  infected  238  
people and killed 33 here also left 
an impact on the 13-year-old.

“I was in Secondary 1 then and I re-
member vividly  from  watching  a  
TV drama that there was a doctor 
who  treated  a  Sars  patient  and  
didn’t wear shoe covers and died,” 
said the 29-year-old, a senior resi-
dent at the National University Hos-
pital’s (NUH) accident and emer-
gency department.

Her  memory  of  Sars  and  her  
grandfather,  who  suffered  from  
lung disease and died when she was 
young, played a part in her decision 
to pursue medicine as a career.

The  initial  lack  of  information  
and  uncertainty  surrounding  the  
coronavirus – and its links with Sars 
– led to Goh feeling some trepida-
tion and fear. 

But assured by the medical proto-
cols and protective gear in place, 
she has since eased into her role on 
the front line, spending her shifts 
supervising a team of medical offi-
cers,  taking  swabs  for  potential  
Covid-19  patients,  treating  those  
with  symptoms  such  as  fever,  
coughs or respiratory illness, and 
seeing non-virus patients.

Goh, who last year won a silver 
medal  at  the  Philippines  SEA  
Games  and competed  at  the  Na-
tions Cup and Netball World Cup, 
also tries to join her team for Zoom 
training sessions in the evenings. 

The days and nights may seem 
like a blur for busy healthcare work-
ers like Goh as Singapore continues 
to see hundreds of virus infections 
a day, but occasionally a patient can 
help cut through the daily grind. 

Goh told The Sunday Times: “An 
old lady I saw a few weeks ago came 
in with weakness in her arms and 
legs (stroke symptoms) and I asked 
her why she took so long to come in 
and her answer really struck me.

“She said ‘I know you (the hospi-
tal) are very busy and I don’t want 
to burden you further’. In fact, she 
started with ‘sorry doctor for mak-
ing you busier’. It’s a reminder that 
sometimes we see it as a shift but 
what we do matters.”

Trained in a sport where team-
work is  key  to  success,  Goh also  
noted  the  dedication  and  hard  
work of her colleagues and other 
healthcare  workers  on  the  front  
line. 

She  added:  “I  have  colleagues  
who volunteer to work on their day 
off... people who volunteer to work 
in infectious zones so those with el-
derly parents or young kids don’t 
have  to,  everyone  is  doing  what  
they can to help.

“When you are faced with such an 
enemy that does not discriminate, 
so unseen yet so powerful, every-
one  who  steps  forward  can  play  
their part and show that there is ex-
traordinary  strength  in  numbers  
and teamwork.”

Nicole Chia

South-east Asia’s national artistic 
swimmers are used to represent-
ing  their  respective  countries  at  
various sporting events, and yester-
day was no different. 

But  instead  of  competing  for  
medals at a major Games, the swim-
mers were teammates in a group 
workout  conducted  over  Zoom  
and broadcast live on Facebook.

The regional event, organised by 
the Singapore Swimming Associa-
tion (SSA), was led by 15 athletes 
from Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, 
Philippines, Brunei, Indonesia and 
Singaporeans  Debbie  Soh,  Miya  
Yong and Ariel Sng. 

SSA’s  vice-president  of  artistic  
swimming Steve Chew said the ob-
jective of the workout was for the 
artistic swimmers in the region “to 
show their solidarity, unity and en-
thusiasm and to inspire others dur-
ing this Covid-19 pandemic”.

Each swimmer took turns demon-
strating and leading the various ex-
ercises,  which  focused  on  areas  
such as core strength and flexibil-
ity.

For some,  like Sng and  Brunei  
swimmer Hafizah Ahmad, the ses-
sion was a timely source of motiva-
tion. The latter, whose teammate 
Jacqueline  Lim  also  joined  the  
workout,  noted that  Brunei’s  se-
nior artistic swimming team com-
prised just the two of them.

Said Hafizah: “Being able to prac-
tise  with  a  lot  of  people  really  
builds that team spirit that we’ve 
never really had. 

“We  don’t  have  a  coach,  so  it  
keeps  us  motivated  that  we  can  

still take part in things like this.” 
Sng,  who  turned  19  yesterday,  

said:  “When  we’re  training  with  
swimmers  from  the other  coun-
tries, it pushes us to want to do bet-
ter to show our best sides to peo-
ple. 

“This also motivates us when we 
go back into the water, when we 
compete with (them) and can all 
see one another again.”

The swimmers created a group 
chat to plan the workout and had 
two rehearsals prior to yesterday’s 
session. Soh, 22, found it a “good 
initiative” as it allowed the swim-
mers to get to know one another 
better,  as  she  noted  that  it  can  
sometimes  be  difficult  to  match  
their faces to their names at compe-

titions. 
The five-time SEA Games gold 

medallist  added:  “Not  every edi-
tion of the SEA Games (includes) 
our sport, so being able to see ev-
eryone from all the different coun-
tries being united and working to-
gether is really great.” 

Malaysian swimmer Zylane Lee 
agreed, saying: “I don’t know when 
the next SEA Games with artistic 
swimming (last contested in 2017) 
will be, this shows that we are moti-
vated to keep this sport going and I 
hope this event will invite more in-
terest from the young ones,  and 
that the sport will have a long fu-
ture.”

cnicole@sph.com.sg

Klopp urges Liverpool 
fans to stay at home
LONDON • Jurgen Klopp wants
Liverpool supporters to prove 
themselves the best “stay at 
home fans in the world”, after 
English police said they wanted 
any potential Premier League 
title-clincher for the Reds played 
at a neutral venue in a bid to 
avoid a mass gathering outside 
Anfield.

Premier League chiefs have set 
June 17 as the date for the 
top-flight football season to 
restart amid the pandemic.

The UK’s football policing lead 
Mark Roberts on Friday raised 
his concerns about fans 
potentially congregating at home 
grounds wherever their team 
play. 

However, Merseyside Police 
later said they were happy to 
police any match held at Anfield 
or Everton’s Goodison Park. 
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Havertz breaks mark
in Leverkusen victory
BERLIN • German youngster Kai
Havertz broke another 
Bundesliga record on Friday, 
after scoring in the 1-0 victory at 
Freiburg which moved Bayer 
Leverkusen into third place. 

He became the first player in 
the top division to reach 35 goals 
before turning 21 years old. The 
win puts Leverkusen a point 
ahead of fourth-placed RB 
Leipzig (55), who travel to 
Cologne tomorrow night. 
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

La Liga clubs to start full 
training from tomorrow
MADRID • Football clubs in
Spain’s top two divisions can hold 
full training sessions from 
tomorrow for the first time since 
returning to activity after action 
was halted in March due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, La Liga said 
yesterday.

Teams resumed individual 
training at the start of this month 
before progressing to training in 
groups of up to 14 players from 
last Monday. 

The top flight will resume on 
June 11 without fans attending 
and with matches potentially to 
be played every day of the week. 
REUTERS

Austria gets green light 
for F1 opener in July
VIENNA • Formula One’s 
truncated coronavirus-hit season 
will finally get under way with the 

Austrian Grand Prix on July 5, the 
country’s government 
announced yesterday. 

The Spielberg circuit has also 
been given the green light to 
stage a second race the following 
weekend. According to Austrian 
publication Die Motorprofis, 
there will be a limit of 500 people 
allowed at the race, although 
there are no details on the plan 
for this yet.
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Gauff protests after 
Minneapolis death
NEW YORK • Teenage tennis 
phenomenon Coco Gauff 
released a video protesting 
killings of African-Americans in 
the United States on Friday, 
joining a chorus of outrage that 
followed the death of an unarmed 
black man in Minneapolis. 

Sacked Minneapolis police 
officer Derek Chauvin, 44, was 
charged on Friday with the 
murder of 46-year-old George 
Floyd, after footage of the white 
officer kneeling on the suspect’s 
neck prompted a wave of 
protests. 

African-American Gauff, 16, 
also said on Twitter last week she 
would “always use my platform 
to help make the world a better 
place”. REUTERS

VANESSA TAN, 26, NATIONAL 
DRAGON BOATER

When the Covid-19 pandemic first 
hit  Singapore  months  ago,  
Vanessa Tan’s mother was so con-
cerned that she told the 26-year-
old, a medical laboratory technolo-
gist at Singapore General Hospi-
tal’s  (SGH)  pathology  division,  
that she would fully support her if 
she chose to leave her job.

But  the  national  women’s  
dragon boat captain did not flinch, 
as she wanted “to stay on to sup-
port the hospital’s efforts in fight-
ing the pandemic”.

“The risk is always there, and so 
the worry will always be there,” 
she said. “However, adequate pro-
tection  such  as  donning  the  
proper PPE (personal protective 
equipment)  and  strict  infection  
control practices are in place to en-
sure the safety of lab staff.

“Beyond that, it is largely a per-
sonal responsibility to ensure that 
safety procedures are followed so 
we do not get ourselves infected 
and pass the virus on to our fam-
ily.”

Her work at SGH involves running 
tests  on  blood  samples  from  pa-
tients suspected of viral infections 
such as dengue or hepatitis B. She 
now also analyses suspected or con-
firmed Covid-19 positive blood sam-
ples. 

She said: “I had qualms about hav-
ing to analyse those specimens at 
the beginning. But as the samples 
came in more frequently,  we got 
used to the process along with a bet-
ter understanding of the way the 
disease is transmitted.”

The lab tech is required to wear a 
lab coat and gloves when handling 
specimens and they have to adhere 
strictly to safety guidelines. 

Since the outbreak,  the lab has 
seen an estimated 50 per cent in-
crease in the number of specimens, 
which means that she often has to 
clock in overtime and work 10- to 
11-hour days and weekends. 

She said: “It is more stressful with 
the heavier workload but more help 
has  come,  with  researchers  and  
even our bosses coming down to 
help out with lab work. The oppor-
tunity for some team bonding is per-

haps the inadvertent silver lining to 
the Covid-19 dark cloud.”

That also leaves less time and en-
ergy for virtual training workouts 
with her teammates but Tan, who 
won a bronze at the World Dragon 
Boat  Racing  Championships  in  
Thailand last year, said she is “moti-
vated to keep my sport going”.

Of  her  22-member  team,  three  
others work in healthcare as a phys-
iotherapist,  cardiac  technologist  
and a nurse, and their captain Tan 
said she is “very proud of them for 
the work that they do”. 

She added: “I admire fellow ath-
letes for their courage to take on 
the battle in the front lines which 
shows the true embodiment of an 
athlete – a fighter till the end.”

Tan may seem like  an  unlikely  
combatant in her white lab coat,  
but she believes in the “great signifi-
cance” of her job and others who 
are working behind the scenes. 

“Those that run the routine lab 
tests and essential services workers 
who  are  not  directly  involved  in  
Covid-19 management are equally 
as important as those in the front 
line,” she said. 

“The satisfaction comes from see-
ing patients benefit from the work 
that we do. The laboratory is a busy 
environment  and  while  we  are  
mostly used to it, there is still the 
constant pressure to do our work 
well because making any mistake 
could cost lives.”

ATIQ SYAZWANI ROSLAN, 26, 
NATIONAL SILAT ATHLETE

On her first day at the Woodlands 
Lodge 1 workers’ dormitory, health-
care  assistant  Atiq  Syazwani  
Roslan  found  herself  breathless  
and drenched in sweat as her full 
protective gear left her feeling like 
she had “run a marathon”.

Her discomfort worsened during 
the  fasting  month  of  Ramadan  
(April 24 to May 23), as she could 
not drink or eat during her shift.

“I knew it was going to be tough 
and I tried to plan my food intake 
better,  eat  more  in  the  morning  
and try to pace my work... if I was 
not well, my colleagues were under-
standing,” said the national silat ex-
ponent,  who  won  a  silver  and  
bronze respectively at the 2017 and 
2019 SEA Games. 

The 26-year-old had signed up 
for the front line of the Covid-19 
battle when the call for volunteers 
came, despite the role being out-
side her field as a physiotherapist 
at Tan Tock Seng Hospital. 

“When my head of department 

asked whether I wanted to volun-
teer, my first question was,  ‘why 
not’?” said Atiq, who had already 
been considering how to contrib-
ute to the fight.  “I  can’t save the 
whole  world  and  help  everyone,  
but if I  can make a difference to 
someone, I’m happy.”

After spending a month at Wood-
lands Lodge 1, she was redeployed 
to two other foreign worker dorms, 
Westlite  Juniper  and  Westlite  
Mandai. All three were identified 
as Covid-19 clusters. 

Her role as a healthcare assistant 
involves conducting mass screen-
ings, assisting doctors, registering 
and monitoring patients, and per-
forming swab tests.

Aside from the challenge of try-
ing to communicate with patients 
while decked in full medical gear, 
Atiq had to overcome an initial fear 
of contracting the virus which saw 
her cleaning her hands excessively 
and showering a few times a day. 

While her parents are supportive 
of her work, she has had to distance 
herself from them as a precaution-

ary  measure,  refraining  initially  
from  hugging  or  kissing  her  
mother, whom she is very close to. 
Atiq added: “She understands and 
is supportive, and that’s one thing I 
appreciate.”

Such is her dedication to her job 
that she tries not to drink too much 
water to avoid having to visit the 
toilet so often. She said: “There is 
sufficient  PPE  (personal  protec-
tive equipment) but I don’t want to 
cause unnecessary waste.”

Her sacrifices were rewarded by 
the happy faces and the thumbs-up 
signs she got when over 60 work-
ers  were  declared  healthy  after  
serving  their  quarantine  orders,  
adding: “I see how joyful they are 
and I’m happy for them.”

While Atiq, who tries to work out 
for 30 minutes daily to maintain 
her fitness, says she cannot wait to 
get back to the physiotherapy job 
she loves,  she is  well  aware that 
there is a long battle ahead.

Urging  on  the  other  Singapore  
athletes working on the front line, 
she added: “They are all  like me, 
fighting something we cannot see 
and we don’t know when it’ll end, 
but I hope they know that they are 
making a  difference in  this  pan-
demic.”

linfhoong@sph.com.sg

ANG CHEN XIANG, 25, 
NATIONAL HURDLER 

It is not easy to have a good bedside 
manner when one is wearing gog-
gles, an N95 mask, a medical gown, 
and has “really small eyes”, as is the 
case with Dr Ang Chen Xiang. 

A medical  officer at Khoo Teck 
Puat Hospital’s emergency depart-
ment, he often encounters worried 
and  scared  patients  during  this  
Covid-19 crisis, such as the father 
and son pair who had been in con-
tact with a virus patient. 

He treated the father, who was so 
anxious that his vital signs were ele-
vated. 

“It’s difficult to convey emotion 
and empathy while wearing the full 
PPE  (personal  protective  equip-
ment) and I try to smile through my 
eyes, but they are really small, so 
they’re closed when I’m smiling!” 
chuckled the 25-year-old.

Even  reassuring  words  to  pa-
tients  can  be  muffled  under  the  
mask, as he added: “I give them a 
timeline and course of action to ex-
pect  and  assure  them  that  as  a  
team, we’ll take care of them.”

The  national  hurdler  had  re-
quested to work in the emergency 
department as he “wanted to help 

in the fight against Covid-19”, work-
ing shifts doing swab tests and car-
ing for coronavirus and non-virus 
patients. 

Wearing  the  PPE  for  up  to  10  
hours daily while treating patients 
can be draining and exhausting, but 
the  humble  young  doctor  said  
“whether they are Covid patients or 
not,  our  goal  is  to  help them re-
cover”. 

“We know that what we do is es-
sential and important for the peo-
ple we help, and for our country. 
When I see patients recover, see the 
vibrancy and colour return to their 
faces, it’s  very heartwarming and 
very satisfying.”

Aside from work, Ang, who com-
peted at the SEA Games from 2015 
to 2019 and holds the national 110m 
hurdles record of 14.25sec, tries to 
squeeze in a daily training session 
with his younger brother and coach 
Ding  Hui  –  safe  distancing  mea-
sures included. 

He works out in his home gym or 
practises  with  plastic  hurdles  on  
the roads near his home, with the 
latter  adjusting  the  training regi-
men if he is too tired. 

He  is  grateful  for  the  support  
from  his  family,  who  prepare  

healthy meals such as rolled oats 
and quinoa to ensure he is fed when 
he  returns  after  a  10pm-8am  
overnight shift. 

His  colleagues  also  pitch  in  to  
keep morale up,  buying him iced 
milo or teh peng during his shifts at 
the hospital. But his favourite big 
bao snack is not allowed, as Ang ex-
plains that the “no bao” rule is a su-
perstition to ensure a smooth-sail-
ing day at the office. 

Ding Hui, who is also a national 
hurdler, said: “Given the severity of 
the virus, to watch him go to the 
front line every day, it’s natural to 
be worried, at the same time I feel a 
sense of pride seeing him walk out 
of the door in his scrubs to know 
that he’s going to help save lives.”

The  brothers  are  very  close  as  
they  train,  swim  and  play  bad-
minton  together,  and  Ding  Hui  
added:  “Everything  he  does,  he  
does to his best as a brother, doctor 
and athlete, and that’s what I re-
spect about him.”

Just do not ask who the better bad-
minton player is, as the younger sib-
ling added: “It’s hard to say as we 
both have different styles, but we’ll 
have a competition in the next off 
season and update you!”

A DIFFERENT ARENA
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Eighteen Asean artistic  swimmers,  including three Singaporeans,  displaying 
their exercises on land over Zoom. PHOTO: SINGAPORE SWIMMING ASSOCIATION

Asean artistic swimmers show 
solidarity with Zoom group workout
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Among the brave and 
selfless healthcare 
professionals working 
through this Covid-19 
pandemic are a 
netballer, hurdler, 
dragon boater and 
silat exponent. 
Assistant Sports 
Editor Low Lin 
Fhoong speaks to 
Singapore athletes 
Carmen Goh, Ang 
Chen Xiang, Vanessa 
Tan and Atiq 
Syazwani Roslan, 
who have stepped up 
to help the country in 
the battle against the 
deadly disease. 

SportsWorld

As athletes, whose bodies 
are their instruments, 
there is an in-built instinct 
for self-preservation and 
yet as medical 
practitioners their 
inclination is to step 
forward. Duty isn’t just a 
legal obligation, says the 
online dictionary but also 
a moral one.

SportingLife

On medical front lines, athletes do a tour of duty

BALANCING 
ACT
Singapore’s 
taekwondo 
exponent 
Chelsea Sim 
doing the shoe 
balance 
challenge at 
home during 
the circuit 
breaker. 
WATCH: 
bit.ly/3diRR4j

CAUGHT ON CAMERA
Manchester United’s Marcus 
Rashford impressing even his own 
teammates with a no-look back-heel 
pass during training. 
WATCH: bit.ly/2ZSsq5M

Weekly tweetbits

Memeorable

Photos:  TWITTER/MANUTD, TWITTER/NBAMEMES, INSTAGRAM/MARCELOTWELVE

The Milwaukee Bucks’ Giannis Antetokounmpo 
may yet be mulling a name change after the 
Yanny or Laurel debate that divided the 
Internet this past week. 

Caught on camera

Sweet tweets
Watch the Marvel anti-hero take over Manchester 
United: bit.ly/2IvTAUl

Marcelo Jr makes daddy proud with a neat 
display of heading, with some help from the 
Real Madrid squad. Watch: bit.ly/2rRjNGJ

“When we let Deadpool 
into Old Traord, we 
had no idea he would 
go this far.

Coronavirus pandemic

TINY EYES BUT BIG HEART

It’s difficult to convey 
emotion and empathy 
while wearing the full 
PPE (personal 
protective 
equipment) and I try 
to smile through my 
eyes, but they are 
really small, so they’re 
closed when I’m 
smiling!

’’DR ANG CHEN XIANG, Singapore 110m 
hurdles record holder, sharing a light 
moment amid the tough conditions.
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