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Since the introduction of an official healthcare sys-

tem in Brunei in 1907, service provision continued 

to improve, albeit slowly. Some of the limiting fac-

tors included the lack of infrastructure in 

healthcare, roads and transportation and workforce 

(limited to dressers and a visiting doctor from La-

buan in the initial part), and limited knowledge of 

the bygone era. 

 

 In the early 1910s, provision of healthcare 

was to the residents of Pekan Brunei. Others had to 

travel to Pekan Brunei to receive treatment. Provi-

sion of healthcare to the rural areas only began 

when the concept of travelling dressers was intro-

duced. Initially, Leong Ah Ng (the first dresser who 

was also the Postmaster General) made visits to 

the nearby villages until a travelling dresser was 

recruited. Visits to the rural areas were on foot, 

bicycle or boat. As the infrastructure improved, 

motorised vehicles were introduced. However, pro-

vision of healthcare for the more remote parts of 

the country was irregular or non-existent until the 

introduction of the Flying Doctor service on the 23rd 

April 1965 when Pehin Dato Philip I Franks (BIMJ 

2011;7(3):120) was the Medical Director. This was 

made possible with the support of the Brunei Mili-

tary, which commissioned the use of a helicopter 

that belonged to the Worldwide Helicopter Service. 

The arrangement continued for several years until 

the military acquired their own helicopter.  

 

 At that time, the population was estimated 

at 150,000 with most living around the main towns. 

However there were 257 villages located in the 

remote areas of the four districts. Visits were made 

three days a week covering all the designated rural 

areas. The team consisted of a doctor, a nurse and 

a midwife. However with the passing of Dr Fitzpat-

rick, Mr Yapp Khai Khoon a hospital assistant was 

given the charge of the service. Services provided 

include review and treatment of patients, dental 

extractions, wound care and even foreign body 

removal carried out under local anaesthesia. The 

people were informed through the government ra-

dio service. Due to the difficultly in travelling to the 

main towns of each district, a Birth and Death Reg-

istration service was also started. With the im-

provement in infrastructure such as roads and 

healthcare facilities, the number of areas requiring 

the Flying Doctor service declined. 

Data source: Newspaper cutting from the Brunei National Archives and interview with Mr Yapp Khai Khoon. 
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Pehin Frank inspecting the helicopter being 

prepared for the Flying Doctor service. Map 

of Brunei in 1962 showing the hospitals. 
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