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The epilogue for the earlier experiences of 
the years reminisced…

I am happy to reassure you that there will 
be happy endings to your current trials. These, too, 
will pass. You do deserve your place here. The study 
of pure theory will end; you will earn your right to 
the wards. You will master the clinical examinations. 
And, yes, you too will pass the final MBBS.

And for those of you who through these tasks, 
think that you will falter, take courage. Maybe it will 
be for you that these battles are not yours to fight 
and other greater things will lie ahead.

And so then, what now? Where do you go  
from here?

I believe that yes, the dreams you had when 
deciding to be a doctor will come true. For most of 
us it will be such an indescribable joy to see them 
become real one by one. You will save lives. You will 
cure cancer. You will bring life into the world. You 
will make the lame walk again and the blind, see. 
You will hold in your hand, a heart.

And as the poets say, so now, with the days still 
left, will you walk in Fields of Gold?

Perhaps. But it may be for you too that this joy 
can only be bought at a great price.

Some of you will lose your sense of certainty 
in the world. Taught for five years to save lives, 
you may have to stand by the s ide as  your 
patient succumbs to the pressure in his cranium, 
the infection in her lungs; as an order not to 
resuscitate this life has been invoked. You may 
have to bring a life into the arms of a mother, 
and in the next hour, ensure for her good, that 
another never, ever will. You may feel sad for 
the battered child who did not survive the fall 
but at the same time, you may feel a wrench of 
delight to which your dare not give a name. Her 
kidneys, finally, were a match for the child in her 
neighbouring bed.

Some of you will have to work harder than 
you have ever had before. You will work the whole 
month straight through. You will work 36-hour 
days. You will live from month to month, not 
knowing when you have to work these 36-hour days, 
in the same corridor and same room. It will take its 
toil, facing the same people, the same unsolvable 
problem.

You will get very angry over very small things. You 
will cry. Still the same corridor, and the same room.

And you will pay for your dreams with your 
youth. For some, a while. For some, forever lost 
would be the weekend breakfasts with your family 
and the parties till four in the morning. You will 
lose some friends and some of your dreams will 
have to be put aside. Take a look at yourself. Who 
are you, really? A scientist, an athlete, a dancer? Five 
months later, are you still? And why?

Some of us will weigh the benefits against the 
costs and decide that there are other endeavours 
more important in this life. As doctors through 
history have shown us, indeed there are, what with 
Nations to lead, Stories to write, Children to raise 
and Space to explore?

For others among us though, something deep 
down will tell us that our path lies here. How then 
can we sustain ourselves in our darker moments, 
when we feel these costs are too great to bear?

Some of us will be pragmatic and realise that 
these dark moments are just that, moments. Like all 
things in life, these too will soon pass. Amidst the 
midnight collapse, the plug that cannot be set, we 
will stand firm as tomorrow with its cortisol, coffee 
and rested colleagues will come around.

For some of us that will not be enough, and we 
will decide like the bards, that all these tomorrows 
in their pace will light us to dusky death. For some 
of us there are things in life worth living at its 
highest – our knowledge, virtues, outcomes and it 
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 Page 37 – Reindeer Herding in Siberia

the necessary vocabulary to convey our respective 
thoughts. I remember having particular difficulty 
relating how Singapore was indeed thousands of 
kilometres away from Buryatia yet was still in the 
same time zone, not knowing the Russian words for 
“latitude” and “longitude” (“Julietta, how is that 
possible? Chita is only a few hundred kilometers 
away and already the time there is different… and 
Singapore is very very far away!”).

Another embarrassing situation I dug myself 
into was when I was observing castration of the 
reindeer, slightly tipsy from all the vodka that had 
been circulating around. As an older stag was getting 
castrated in front of me, one of the herders asked 
if I had witnessed anything like this before. “Oh 
yes,” I said confidently, confusing castration with 
circumcision, “they do this all the time in America 
to young babies, especially the Jewish and Muslim 
boys!” After I realised my mistake, it took me the 
rest of the day and a lot of awkward sign language 
to undo my horrific mis-education, and explain to 
them what exactly I had meant by circumcision.

Small events like these make me look back fondly 
on my time in Siberia, marveling at the depth of 
relationships I maintained with the people of Uro. 
There was a significant amount that I learnt simply 

from conducting interviews with the Soyot reindeer 
herders, but the true bulk, value and authenticity 
of my education in Russia came from my actual 
interactions with individuals there.

----

Many people are thrown aback when they hear 
that I am currently studying medicine, after four 
years of studying anthropology and mathematics. 
The broad liberal arts curriculum seems almost 
incompatible with the study of medicine, known 
for its intensity, rigor and scientific depth. Yet, I 
can think of few other academic fields which draw 
attention to the power of human interaction to such 
an extensive degree, much like the kind commonly 
observed in the patient-doctor relationship. As an 
anthropologist, it is essential for me to synthesise 
emotions and relationships with facts and data, and 
accurately represent the thoughts and practices of 
the people I work with. This is not terribly different 
from medicine, which fuses together the precision 
of science and the art of communicating effectively 
with patients. If anything, I believe that my training 
as an anthropologist will serve me well in the years 
to come as I pursue the study of both scientific and 
compassionate medicine.  n 
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will be striving for our profession's own Eudemonia 
that earns us our place in this world.

And we will remember some of us who have 
been there and back again that for them, it had 
not been the answer. For them, they had learnt 
that it was more important to be kind above all. 
Perhaps, in the words of the saints, it is really 
through giving to all men that we receive. Where 
then should we, starting out in this profession find 
our meaning? From the past, we seem to find no 
one answer.

But maybe, we should be glad that even the 
wisest in the past cannot agree, and this way we 
can and will decide for our generation how best 
to live our lives and our profession. And we are 
very fortunate that in our profession, we are 
uniquely placed to express our lives through the 
way we heal, lead, comfort, invent and craft in a 
very important place. This place is a very special 
one in time, as it is at some of the most intimate 
and emotional points in the personal lives of our 
neighbourhood's people.

We are there at the birth of a couple's child, 
the death of a family's father, the maiming of a 
nation's hundred and the illness of the world's 
billions. Who are our heroes who will guide us 

"What are days for?
Days are where we live

They come, they wake us
Time and time over.

They are to be happy in,
Where can we live but days?

Ah, solving that question
Brings the priest and the doctor

In their long coats
Running over the fields."

- Philip Larkin

at these points today? Osler, Teresa, the catcher 
in the Rye? How should we act and which of the 
values of the world today should we bring to each 
of our scenes? Piety, Freedom, Justice? It's My Life, 
a Good Citizen, Who dares, Wins?

Which should we apply at a given place and a 
given time? When should one philosophy rise and 
another fall? How should we choose?

Perhaps that is the price of things in this world. 
To redeem another life, it may cost us our own. And 
maybe, through spending our lives finding what's 

right for us will we find our meaning.  n 


