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What kept the marathon man going

First paraplegic to finish 10 marathons in 7 continents in 70 days is now trying for another
world record

By Jeremy Au Yong

EVEN as a child, Dr William Tan refused to be the victim.

He was struck by polio when he was two and could not walk or run.
In kindergarten, the bullies started hitting him. 'They were very
nasty to me. They would hit me on the head and run away. And I
couldn't go after them,' he recalled.

But he didn't run crying to mummy. 'I was a good catcher of
hands. I would catch their hand and bite them.'

Dr Tan's make-the-most-of-what-you-have attitude explains why
he is what he is today: a doctor, a neuroscientist, a Fulbright
scholar, a Raffles scholar and also the first paraplegic to complete
10 marathons in seven continents in 70 days. The races were held
in Antarctica, Fin del Mundo (Argentina), Phoenix and Boston
(United States), Bangkok (Thailand), Cape Town (South Africa),
Amsterdam (Netherlands), Queenstown (New Zealand), Canberra
(Australia) and Vancouver (Canada).

This latest feat - which he is submitting to the Guinness World
Records for consideration - is all the more amazing since he
travelled alone, often staying in small travel lodges without disabled
access.

There were obstacles aplenty. In Antarctica, he got stuck in mud; in
Arizona, he nearly broke his hand when it got caught in the wheel;
in Amsterdam, he injured his right chest going over cobblestone;
and in Bangkok, he nearly missed the start due to a traffic jam.

Dr Tan said candidly: 'There were moments when I thought of
giving up because it was too tough. And then other things came to
my mind. I had trained very hard for this - 450 push-ups a day,
going to the gym - there was so much to lose.'

Another thought kept him going: 'I recalled that I started this
challenge to raise money for cancer.'

Setting records is not new to the son of a 'goreng pisang' seller.

In 1980, he became the first Singaporean to complete a marathon
in a wheelchair. Since then, he has been in many marathons, won
numerous medals and raised $14 million for charity.
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He became a wheelchair athlete only in the late 1970s after
meeting and training with Mr Wahid Baba, an ex-police officer who
pioneered wheelchair sports in Singapore.

'That opened a whole new horizon in my life. I loved it, I loved
having to push and push and push,' Dr Tan said

Still, the marathon veteran admits his latest feat is the toughest
thing he's ever done. 'Previously, I was able to pick which
marathons I wanted to do, but for the world record attempt, I just
had to take whichever fit in the schedule,' he said.

Despite being in the public eye, the 48-year-old doctor is fiercely
protective of his private life. He'll only say that he's single and lives
with his mother in a Housing Board flat in Eunos.

He is also keeping mum about his next world record attempt next
month. 'If I announce it, someone in the United States or United
Kingdom might do it next week and then it'll be gone.'

Both world record attempts are to raise funds for a
professorship in paediatric oncology at NUS. Donations can
be mailed to: National University of Singapore Development
Office, University Hall, Lee Kong Chian Wing, UHL-03-01, 21
Lower Kent Ridge Road, Singapore 119077

 


