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“Yvonne’s acts of 
charity send out two 
powerful messages 
to society: that we 
remember our elders 
and we honour them”

the IndefatIgable Yvonne Chee tells 
Josephine soh why she’s commItted 
to runnIng marathons across the 
seven contInents – IncludIng one at 
the south Pole 

Going the 
Extra Mile

like the 
wind
Yvonne Chee’s 
inspiration comes 
from her 
grandmother, who 
taught her that 
true grit and 
determination will 
get her anywhere

T
wenty years from 
now, you will be more 
disappointed by the 
things that you didn’t do 
than by the ones that you 

did do.” Mark Twain’s famous quote 
is Yvonne Chee’s email sign-off, and it 
is in this spirit that she is conquering 
the world, one step at a time in her 
running shoes. 

The 33-year-old civil servant has embarked on 
a monumental feat of running seven marathons 
on seven continents to raise funds for the Tsao 
Foundation. The not-for-profit organisation is 
dedicated to enhancing the quality of lives of the 
elders in Singapore through community-based 
services with its An Le (meaning peace of mind 
and happiness) Fund. 

Chee’s quest was birthed four and a half years 
ago, just after she completed the 2008 New York 
Marathon as part of the charity, Fred’s Team, 
to raise funds for cancer research done by the 
Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center. “I did 
not dare to talk to many people about it as it 
sounded rather ludicrous and I wasn’t even sure 
if it had been done or how much the quest would 
cost me. Nonetheless, I’m working on it one 
continent at a time,” she says.  

The Long Haul
Chee has set a monetary goal of $35,000 for 
her fundraising efforts for elders-in-need. The 
amount raised will supplement the resources 
for supporting those under the care of Hua Mei 

Centre for Successful Ageing – a one-stop centre 
providing community-based, integrated medical, 
social and psycho-emotional healthcare to adults 
aged 40 and above, across the life stages. To date, 
one-seventh of this targeted sum has been raised. 

 “Some of those who’ve donated to the fund 
are friends and schoolmates whom I’ve not been 
in touch with for over 10 years. It’s amazing and 
humbling,” she shares with a smile. 

So far, she has completed marathons on 
five continents: Europe, North America, Asia, 
Australia and Africa. Come July and November 
2013, she will be running in the Rio de Janeiro 
Marathon and the Antarctic Ice Marathon.

Since her fundraising campaign officially 
kicked off last December, embarking on her 
quest while holding a full-time job meant many 
things: starting her day at 5.30am, reaching out 
to possible sponsors for running apparel, gear 
and equipment, and to help relieve the cost 
of the trips, fitting in time to train six days a 
week, managing her personal marathon website 
(www.yvonne7marathons7continents.com) 
and replying to supporters and friends who 
have donated to the Tsao Foundation.

“I’ve been engulfed on a daily basis by well 
wishes and support from people around me in 
my quest to raise funds for the Tsao Foundation 
as well as from sponsors such as The North 
Face and Running Lab for my running gear, and 
The Dailey Method and Athlete’s Clinic for its 
training advice,” Chee says, although she admits 
that garnering sponsorship for her marathons 
“as a nobody” hasn’t been easy.

Participating in the Antarctica marathon 
alone (including flights from Chile to Antarctica) 
costs over ¤10,000. So far, she has borne the 
costs of training and travel for her past five 
marathons and is committed to paying for the 
remaining two. 

True Grit
The upcoming marathon in Antarctica will 
take place in extreme conditions – underfoot 
conditions comprising snow and ice 
throughout, an average wind-chill temperature 
of -20°C, the possibility of strong Katabatic 
winds, and an altitude of 700m. American 
outdoor goods company The North Face will 
provide Chee with most of the necessary gear 
for this sub-zero race. “I’ve been advised to 
train as I would for a normal marathon and do 
more trail running. On my own, I’m trying to 
run more often in cold weather to acclimatise 
to breathing and running in the cold.”

Chee credits her late paternal grandmother 
for imparting the discipline and determination 
she needs in her quest. “I always knew that I 
would dedicate this effort to my grandmother. 

She holds a special place in my heart – without 
her, I would not be who I am today,” she says, 
her eyes tearing a little as she speaks of the 
woman who helped raise her and who passed 
away in 1997. 

“Ah Ma led a tough life as she lived through 
the second World War. While running away 
from Japanese soldiers, she jumped off the 
second floor of a building and broke her back. 
Due to a lack of medical attention, Ah Ma 
became increasingly hunch-backed as she aged. 
After my grandfather passed away, she had  
to single-handedly bring up my dad, then 12, 
and my aunt.

“Ah Ma worked as a samsui woman and 
a rubber tapper. She was frugal, given the 
tight financial conditions, and overcame her 
difficulties through sheer hard work and 
determination. That taught me that we just 
have to toughen ourselves up to overcome the 
trials. We can achieve what we set our minds 

GivinG

Social  
Consciencelife

Fast Facts 
about the tsao 
Foundation
Tsao Foundation was established 
in 1993 by philanthropist Tsao Ng 
Yu Shun, whose concern for 
under-resourced seniors was 
matched by an acute insight into 
the common aspirations of most 
people to age at home, in the 
community among friends and 
family, and to have information, 
choice and the exercise of self-
determination.

Today, her granddaughter 
Mary Ann Tsao leads the 
foundation in enhancing the 
quality of life of seniors through 
elder-centric services, 
programmes and collaboration 
in aged care.

Its Hua Mei Centre for 
Successful Ageing, launched in 
2009, integrates various 
community aged care service 
models that the foundation has 
pioneered since 1993. Essentially, 
it is a one-stop, first-stop 
primary healthcare provider that 
serves the needy elderly through 
team-managed medical, social 
and psycho-emotional care to 
help them optimise their health 
and well-being; and to age at 
home and in the community. 

For more information, visit  
www.tsaofoundation.org

to so long as we are willing to toil and sweat. 
Similarly, it made me learn the value of money 
and most importantly, not to take things for 
granted, ” says Chee. 

Her belief that “we have a lot to learn from our 
elders, and that old folks deserve to have a good 
quality of life” was why Chee chose the Tsao 
Foundation as the beneficiary of her campaign. 

Mary Ann Tsao, the foundation’s president, 
says, “Yvonne and I shared a close affinity 
with our grandmothers. I was asked by my 
grandmother to return to Asia from New York 
to start the Tsao Foundation in 1992. It was the 
opportunity of a lifetime for a public health-
trained physician aspiring to be of public service.

“Yvonne’s acts of charity send out two 
powerful messages to society: that we remember 
our elders and we honour them by doing 
something useful for them, in this case by making 
a personal commitment to raise awareness and 
funds in service of other elders.”  


