
Ah Gong is my grandfather, teacher, and inspiration. 

 

As the eldest son, Ah Gong took care of his 15 siblings in 

his 20’s when my great grandfather passed away. Ah 

Gong turned a small trading company into a successful 

ceramics business, and beat esophageal cancer in his 

50s. There are so many riveting stories I could tell about 

him, when he was kidnapped and held for ransom, when 

he was shipwrecked in the middle of the ocean, or when 

he roller skated to impress my grandmother when they 

were dating. But, it’s his scuba diving stories that 

resonate with me the most and taught me key life 

lessons. 

 

Now, in his late 70’s, Ah Gong is still active in his business. When he takes time off, Ah Gong is at  sea 

pursuing his passion for scuba diving. Diving is something that started as an exciting hobby, but has 

come to define him as a person. He even got certified as a scuba diving instructor. When my mom was 

only eleven years old, Ah Gong took her out on her first ever dive. He took my dad, who is terrified of 

the ocean, on his first dive. As you can see, scuba diving became a family bonding activity. Getting 

certified and going diving with Ah Gong became an important right of passage for my siblings and me. 

 

The first time I set out on a dive, I was blinded by my eagerness, annoyed with all the safety precautions 

and irritated by all the hand signs. The moment I plunged into the deep blue ocean, I panicked and 

every negative scenario flashed before me. Was my tank leaking? Were my flippers attached? Did I get 

left behind? As I fumbled beneath the surface, Ah Gong grabbed my arm and turned my body to face 

him. His reassuring gaze calmed me. 

 

As my breathing slowed, a magical array of sea life surrounded my weightless body. In that moment, 

my crushing stress floated away into the vast ocean and my mind and body were suddenly as light as 

a feather. I finally understood why Ah Gong loved diving so much. It’s easy to think that scuba diving 

is reliving scenes from Finding Nemo, but Ah Gong made sure to emphasize safety and preparation. He 

frequently reminds us that the two most important things in diving are to always surround yourself 

with people you trust, and to be prepared for the worst. These two phrases have been imprinted onto 

my brain, and I apply these values to other parts of my life. 

 

After being in remission for 20 years, Ah Gong was recently diagnosed with Stage IV cancer. We’ve 

spent this holiday season in Singapore to be with him. Although I am sad that this may be the last time 

I see him, I am grateful that his love of diving has brought our family closer, instilled important values, 

and inspired me to pursue and share my interests with others. 

One day, I hope to have the same enthusiasm for whatever I choose to do for work or for fun and live 

up to his example. 


