A CUT ABOVE

PLASTIC SURGEON MARTIN HUANG IS SINGAPORE'S HOT NEW TICKET IN A FIELD FILLED
WITH GLAMOUR. SUNUJA NAIDU FINDS OUT HOW HE STAYS DOWN TO EARTH

artin Huang clearly enjoys the

trappings of prosperity — the

Porsche Boxster S and Jaguar

XJR, the $4.5 million house

he’s building in a posh
residential district, the swish practice in
Orchard Road...“I love fast cars and the good
life,” says Huang, one of Singapore’s most
successful plastic surgeons, adding: “I try to
keep it in perspective. I feel you shouldn’t
pretend that you don' like the finer things in
life, but also you shouldnt make the pursuit of
them an obsession.”

Huang believes in the balanced approach.
His job gives him emotional satisfaction. “I feel
blessed,” he chimes, “because I've found my
niche. Its not something everyone can say.”
While fame and fortune have been a happy
consequence of his career, the ruggedly
handsome surgeon feels that the nature of the
work has to be an end in itself...and the rest
just follows from there. “If fortune was the
driving force,” he says, “I wouldn let the
patient leave without selling them something,
[t's not in my nature to do that. [ am
comfortable with fame, it’s part of the job. I
accept it and go with the flow, but it’s not
something [ crave.”

“What's more important,” says Huang, “is
that I feel proud of the work I do because it’s
top quality.” With his head firmly on his
shoulders and some impressive clippings
already in his publicity folder, Huang guards
against believing his own press, as he thinks it
breeds complacency and arrogance. He is a
man who always admits his mistakes. “If
something's not right," he says, “1 go all out
to make it right. I believe it is important to
admit failure. It has to do with taking pride in
what you do.”

His choice of medicine as a career, he
admits frankly, did not have particularly noble
origins. Unhappy with his stint at National
Service, he decided to join the faculty as it
allowed him to leave the army sooner.
Medicine, he says, he found initially
uninspiring. This changed during his final

year when he had the opportunity to do
general surgery. He discovered thar what he
liked most was stitching skin, and plastic
surgery was the logical next step.

In the first two years, Huang specialised in
birth defects, specifically surgery on cleft
palates and craniofacial abnormalities. While
working at the Singapore General Hospital,
his cosmetic practice started to grow and he
decided to make the move into private
practice. The doctorate thesis on which he
had been working remained unfinished, yet
Huang has no regrets. “I had made my
mark,” he says, “I had become an authority
on the cleft palate. That’s important. You
have to choose something, put a super-
human effort into it. Once you've done
that, you've achieved snmt‘thing."

"I am comfortable
with fame, it's part
of the job"

Highly driven, he attributes his thriving
practice to one per cent luck and 99 percent
hard work. “I have always been an ambitious
person,” says Huang, “and a perfectionist. In
everything I do in life I always try to be as
good as I can.” Using golf as an analogy, he
says that life is not always about being the
best. That path, he feels, focuses on
ct)mpt‘tition, which can generate into one-
upmanship. His focus, like a golf—playcr, is on
attaining the best possible score for himself.

“The key,” says Huang, “is to maximise and
fulfill one’s own potendal. If that happens to
be better than the rest, then that’s a bonus.”
When it comes to bcnchma.rking himself, the
audiophile offers this analogy; that just as
every piece of hi-fi equipment produced has
to be compared with the live sound of the
music, so it is with plastic surgery, as he pits
himself against the human body. “In every
operation [ do,” he elaborates, “I analyse it
and if I think it’s close to perfection, I'm

satisfied. If not, [ focus on how I can make it
better. The truth is, 'm seldom completely
happy with my work, but I think its a
necessary process. I'he moment you're
satisfied with your achievements, you start
going down the slippery slope.”

“Every operation is like a perfbrmance,"
he adds. “If you don’t go out there and do
your best, you could lose or not obtain such
a good score.” That is obviously important
to the former compertitive tennis player, who
continues to train with a coach to improve
the technical aspects of his game. Huang,
who looks younger than his 43 years,
believes that setting perfection as a goal
ensures that he never gets bored, and it
keeps plastic surgery challenging for him.
“You are always trying to attain the
unattainable,” he says. “That’s what keeps
you on your toes and spurs you on.” In his
opinion, ideal beauty doesn't exist because
the standards keep shifting due to the
influence of fashion and pop culture. “From
the technical standpoint,” he says, “there are
certain physical characteristics. However,
beautiful features do not necessarily equal
beauty. Let’s not forget character and
personality. How nice a person you are
makes a difference.”

Attempting to put things in the right
context, he points out that most people have a
neurosis about their looks but warns that they
can become too obsessed with it.
“Sometimes,” he reveals, “I need to be a shrink
and psychologist as well. I often get patients
complaining about three or four different
things and I try to help them see things in the
right perspective.”

The good doctor is busy putting the
finishing touches to a guide to “responsible
cosmetic surgery.” The father of a one-and-a
half-year-old son, Huang is determined to stay
healthy and keep himself as youthful as
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possible, and is not averse to availing himself
of the tools of his trade. “Being an older
parent,” he affirms, “is a powerful motivating
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force to remain young.”







