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FOREWORD

As our society grows older, our communities will play an increasingly important role in partnering and 
supporting our seniors to age gracefully in place.

Since 1995, the Lions Befrienders (LB) has supported seniors through its Befriending Programme as 
well as its suite of eldercare services under the Senior Cluster Network. Through much needed outreach, 
care, and assistance, LB has reduced social isolation and created many friendships. Volunteers befriend 
vulnerable seniors, lending a helping hand and a listening ear. These moments are enriching for both 
seniors and volunteers alike.

I congratulate LB on the publication of their book, Befriending Conversations, which details the life stories 
of 20 seniors whom LB has befriended. These stories are a remarkable collection of experiences during 
Singapore’s early years; they inspire us to learn from our seniors and discover their stories for ourselves. 

I thank the staff and volunteers of LB for their tireless efforts through the years, and encourage the rest of 
us to similarly reach out and befriend more seniors in our midst. 

With best wishes,

Desmond Lee
Minister for Social and Family Development
Second Minister for National Development
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EDITOR’S NOTE

Many would say, “The elderly have in them a lot of wisdom”. And I would ask, “But how many would 
really sit down to listen?”

Befriending Conversations is a collection of personal narratives of 20 Singaporean seniors about their 
past occupations and lives in the early years of Singapore. Each story emulates a casual conversation and 
documents their individual trials and tribulations during our nation-building years. These seniors had a 
variety of occupations, some of which have now become obsolete. 

Many interesting places, events, and facts about the past were uncovered during the interviews, such as the 
circulation of half-cent and quarter-cent coins. We then delved deeper and crafted the “Did You Know?” 
(DYK) sections to share some of these memorable and important moments of Singapore’s history. Thus 
each story consists of an interview and a DYK section. 

As we take a trip down memory lane, we must also think forward. When we conceived this special project, 
we had a hope to ignite a befriending movement. We aspire to encourage Singaporeans to take notice of the 
elderly around us and recognise that they continue to be valuable individuals in our community. Let us start 
a new narrative — to have meaningful befriending conversations starting with a senior close to you. To this 
end, we invite you to pass this book along to someone else so that the conversation continues (please see last 

page of this book). When that happens, we are sure that you will gain just as much wisdom and historical 
insights as we had, from this generation of pioneers. 

Justina Teo 
Senior Manager
Special Projects and Development
Befriending Services
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STARTING THE CONVERSATION

Loneliness in older adults is an emerging public health concern in many societies today. The impact of 
loneliness on the mental and physical well-being of the elderly is profound, from lowering their quality 
of life to increasing their risk of depression and mortality. 

In Singapore, the trend of family nuclearisation has meant that more seniors are living alone. Our shrinking 
family sizes and ageing population also mean that societal support for the elderly is weakening. These 
trends, along with the digital and technology revolution, expose the elderly population to marginalisation. 

Each one of us can contribute towards building a caring society that is mindful of including the elderly in 
our conversations. Interactions with seniors can take place in the most ordinary of places — on a bus, in 
a lift, at the hawker centre. A warm smile, a quick greeting, or a simple conversation can go a long way. It 
is our hope that through this book, you will be inspired to seize the opportunities to bond, care, and share 
befriending conversations with seniors around you. 



ix

LIONS BEFRIENDERS SERVICE ASSOCIATION (SINGApORE)

Lions Befrienders is a social service agency which was formed in 1995 by the Lions Clubs of Singapore 
and a Lions District Project. Our mission is to provide friendship and care for seniors to age in place with 
community participation, enabling them to enjoy meaningful and enriching lives.

We support seniors in the community through our Befriending and Community Outreach services. 
Our longest-running service is the island-wide Befriending Programme which reaches out to seniors 
to provide psycho-emotional support and companionship through regular home visits and ad-hoc 
social activities. Under our Community Outreach arm, we currently operate 10 Senior Activity 
Centres, 3 Cluster Support, Senior Group Homes, and Home Personal Care services.

We have served more than 12,000 seniors and trained over 3,000 volunteer befrienders since our inception 
in 1995. We are a registered member with the National Council of Social Service, the local social services 
sector’s umbrella body.
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CHEE HUCK JEE

90 yEARS OLD

METEOROLOGICAL TECHNICIAN
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Mr Chee was a meteorological technician for more than 30 years. His career in the meteorological 
service began before Singapore’s independence and he is a proud recipient of the Long Service 
Medal from then President Devan Nair in 1983. These days, he laments that the weather patterns 
have become unpredictable. 

What did you work as in the past?
When I arrived in Singapore in 1952, my 
aunt’s acquaintance recommended me to 
a job at the Singapore Wireless Receiving 
Station at St. Michael’s Road. I started working 
as a radar operator. 

When the land at St. Michael’s Road was going 
to be developed into a housing estate, my boss 
asked me, “Where do you want to go? To the 
post office or the airport?” I knew that I was 
a good technician, so I decided to go to the 
meteorological department at the Upper Air 
Observatory at Kim Chuan Road, a research 
station for the Paya Lebar Airport. 

When did you join the meteorological 
service? 
I joined the Malayan Meteorological Service 
in 1953. During that time, Singapore was still 

part of British Malaya. Later, after Singapore’s 
independence, it became known as the 
Meteorological Service Singapore. 



4      BEFRIENDING CONVERSATIONS

information regarding atmospheric pressure, 
humidity, and temperature.

After compiling all the information, we would 
send them to the main weather forecast office 
at the airport and the two subsidiary offices at 
Paya Lebar and Tengah aerodromes.

Did you also do weather predictions?
No, I was only in charge of collecting data for 
the weather conditions. Interpreting the data 
was not part of my job.

Did you have to take any tests?
Yes. First, there was a probation test and 
one examination before I was confirmed 
into employment. There were two more 
examinations and after I passed each of them, 
I had a pay raise. 

What were your working hours?
I worked shift hours from 6 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. 
or 5 p.m. to 9:30 p.m. for six days a week.

How did you get to work?
I cycled to work from my house. It took about 
an hour. 

What did you do as a meteorological 
technician?
Every morning and evening, we would release 
an instrument into the sky, which consisted 
of a thin plastic parachute, a reflector, and a 
radiosonde attached to a balloon filled with 
helium. At first, we used hydrogen gas, but 
that resulted in an explosion and some of our 
staff were injured, so we decided to change to 
helium gas. This instrument would then be 
tracked by our radar to tell the direction and 
strength of the wind, while the radiosonde 
attached to the instrument would transmit 
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Every morning and 
evening, we would release 

an instrument into the 
sky, which consisted of a 
thin plastic parachute, a 

reflector, and a radiosonde 
attached to a balloon filled 

with helium.”

“
What if there was a thunderstorm?
We still had to work as usual. We would wait 
under the shelter until the rain subsided before 
releasing the instrument. But the biggest challenge 
was to release the instrument in a strong wind 
because otherwise it would not be able to fly.

How do you get your instruments back?
We did not. The balloon would pop when it 
was around 28–29 km in the air, where there is 
a lot less pressure. By then, the balloon would 
have flown far away, often out of Singapore, 
and we could not trace them. 

So you could already speak English then?
I was from Anglo-Chinese Catholic School in 
Penang. It was an English school.

Were you born in Penang?
Yes, I was born in Penang before I moved to 
Bukit Ho Swee — the place where the fire 
happened.

Did you happen to witness the Bukit Ho 
Swee Fire*?
No, I was working at that time. My parents 
witnessed it though. 

* see page 16
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What happened to your house then?
It was burnt down. Most of what I had was 
burnt, including my birth certificate. Then we 
moved to Jalan Satu in Kallang.

How long did you work as a meteorological 
technician?
I retired in 1984 so I worked for about 
31 years. I even received a Long Service 
Medal from the then President Devan Nair 
in 1983!

But now the 
weather has become 
unpredictable so it is 
hard to tell when the 

monsoon seasons 
will arrive.”

“

What do you think about the weather 
patterns over the years?
I think the weather has definitely changed. 
In the past, the North-east Monsoon usually 
started in November. But now the weather 
has become unpredictable so it is hard to tell 
when the monsoon seasons will arrive.
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CLIMATE CHANGE IN SINGApORE

The global climate change has made an impact 
on Singapore. The annual mean temperature 
had increased from 26.6°C to 27.7°C between 
1972 and 2014, climbing at an average rate 
of 0.25°C per decade. As we experience even 
more warm days and nights, we can expect 
higher numbers of vector-borne diseases as 
well as heat stress and discomfort among the 
elderly and sick. 

As a low-lying island, we are at risk of losing 
our land area as the sea level rises. The mean 
sea level in the Straits of Singapore rose at a 
rate of 1.2 mm to 1.7 mm every year from 1975 
to 2009. 

Singapore has also been experiencing heavier 
rainfall, with the uptrend in annual average 
rainfall from 2,192 mm in 1980 to 2,727 mm 

in 2014. In our highly urbanised environment, 
intense downpours could inundate our 
drainage systems and cause flash floods. 

Biodiversity and food security can also be 
affected by the changes in climate. Coming 
generations may not see the diversity of flora 
and fauna we have today and face unpredictable 
food prices due to fluctuations in food yield all 
around the world. 

We can all play a part in fighting climate 
change by making climate-friendly decisions 
around the use of energy, water, and other 
resources. For example, use energy efficient 
appliances, switch to LED lightbulbs, keep 
the air conditioner at a higher temperature 
(e.g. 25°C) and choose to walk, cycle, or take 
public transport.
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Climate change in Singapore.

OBSERVED 
CHANGES

FUTURE
CLIMATE

PROJECTIONS

Annual mean 
temperature 

increased by an 
average rate of 

0.25oC per 
decade from 
1948 to 2016

Daily mean 
temperature 
projected to 

increase from 
1.4oC to 4.6oC

Number of warm 
nights increased 
and cool nights 
decreased since 

1972

More warm 
nights 

expected 
throughout the 

21st century

Total rainfall 
increased at an 
average rate of 

101 mm per 
decade from 

1980 

Contrast between 
wet and dry will 

be more 
pronounced, with 
more frequency 
of heavy rains 
with warmer 

climate

Wind trends 
influenced by 

north-east and 
south-east 
monsoon 

Continue to be 
influenced by 

monsoon 
seasons with 
greater wind 

speed

Straits of 
Singapore sea 
level rose by a 

rate of 1.2 mm to 
1.7 mm per year 
between 1975 to 

2009

Sea levels 
projected to 

rise by 
about 1 m

DAILy 
TEMPERATURE

FREQUENCy 
OF WARM DAyS

AND NIGHTS
RAINFALL WIND

SEA LEVEL 
RISE
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CHONG AH KAU

80 yEARS OLD

TAILOR
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Mr Chong came to Singapore shortly before the Bukit Ho Swee fire and started to learn tailoring 
in order to make a living. He made cassocks for Catholic priests and custom-made clothing 
for customers. He still has a sewing machine in his home and sews for his friends from time 
to time. 

When did you come to Singapore? 
I was born in Malaysia and came to Singapore 
in 1960. I was around 20 years old then. 
Soon after I arrived, the Bukit Ho Swee fire 
happened. 

Did you witness the fire?
I lived in Selegie but I cycled to Havelock 
Road to see it. It was very scary! 

Can you remember how it was like?
We watched as the fire spread. We could only 
help to turn on the taps of the water hose and 
move things aside so that there was more space 
to run. So many people were running away 
with their children. Nothing is more important 
than holding on tightly to the children. 

Were you already a tailor?
No, I wasn’t. I had to learn tailoring. My aunt 

told me that if I did not learn a skill, my future 
would be bleak. So I started learning when I 
came to Singapore, at the age of 20.

How long did it take for you to master 
tailoring and how was the experience?
I learnt it from my boss for about 2 years. 

We worked like a factory. There were dozens 
of us in a room and we would be doing 
things like preparing cloths, sewing pants, 
and making sleeves. We would also help the 
mentors when we had free time. I did not like 
it though. 

Why did you not like it?
Back then, being an apprentice was tough. It 
was like being in jail! I lived in the shop and 
did not go out. We could only sleep very late 
at night after we had finished our work. Our 
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At first, I made cassocks 
for Catholic priests. Then 
I wanted to learn how to 
make coats, so I found a 

teacher who specialised in 
making coats and learnt 

from him.”

“

mentors were not very good teachers. We had 
to learn by observing. Some mentors even hid 
their work from us.
 
What kind of clothes did you make?
At first, I made cassocks for Catholic priests. 
Then I wanted to learn how to make coats, so 
I found a teacher who specialised in making 
coats and learnt from him. But by 1968 or 
1969, coats were not so popular anymore, so 
we stopped making them. 

How much did a tailor-made top cost?
In the past, many people wore tailor-made 
clothes. The price depended on the design, 
cloth, and cutting. For example, a common 
shirt with a collar could sell for around $15. 
But the cloth used to make the top would cost 
only around 70 to 80 cents. 

Was that considered expensive?
Yes. Back then, we could buy a plate of bee 
hoon for 5 cents. A set of top and pants would 
cost around $30 so you can tell how expensive 
it was. Unlike now, people then did not own 
too many sets of tops and bottoms. 

How much did you earn as an apprentice?
I earned about $10 a month but my boss 
allowed me to live in the shop. I either slept 
on the floor or the plank of the sewing 
machine.
 

Did you make more after you graduated 
from being an apprentice?
Yes, later on I earned around $300 a month. 
I rented a two-storey house together with 
other tailors. We had to pay rent for the 
space, irons, and other things, so part of our 
earnings went to that. We worked and slept 
in the house.
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What was the most difficult thing about 
tailoring?
First, it was getting the technique right. For 
example, the cloth must be pulled straight for 
sewing but it cannot be too tight or too loose. 
Another thing is that if you are not careful, 
you could end up stitching your fingers or 
cutting yourself with the sharp scissors. But 
you can’t avoid it. My mentor said you would 
get numb to it.

First, it was getting the 
technique right. For 

example, the cloth must 
be pulled straight for 

sewing but it cannot be 
too tight or too loose.”

“
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Were there any pieces of clothing that were 
especially difficult to make?
The cassocks worn by Catholic priests had 
hooks from the collar to the feet and we had 
to sew them one by one. It was very tedious!

Do you sew things other than clothes?
Yes. My friend just handed me a cushion 
cover and asked if I could make it into a 
pouch. As long as you know how to sew, you 
can make anything.

What do you think are some traits that a 
good tailor should possess?
Being patient and meticulous. You must also 
be kind. If you ruin your customers’ clothes 
by accident, you must compensate them.

 
Do you still tailor clothes now?
Yes, I do. But I do it as a favour for my friends 
and I am not earning any money from it. My 
friends would buy me meals instead.
 



16      BEFRIENDING CONVERSATIONS

BUKIT HO SWEE FIRE

The 25th of May 1961 saw one of the biggest 
fire outbreaks in Singapore’s history. The fire 
destroyed a land area of 100 acres including 
a school, shops, factories, and wooden and 
attap houses, and left four dead and 16,000 
homeless. The property damage amounted to 
$2 million. Investigations were carried out but 
the cause of fire remains inconclusive.

In the aftermath of the fire, the government 
worked quickly to rehouse the victims as 
the crowded and unsanitary conditions at 
the relief centres posed a threat to public 
health. Some 6,000 affected families were 
relocated to the available flats in Queenstown, 
Tiong Bahru, Alexandra, and Kallang in the 
first phase, and all remaining families were 
resettled by February 1962. 

Firefighters putting out the fire at Bukit Ho Swee. 



DID yOU KNOW?      17  

Over the years, housing estates were established all over the country and residents had safer places to live in.

The incident made an impact on the 
transformation of the social and physical 
landscape of modern Singapore. The site 
clearance and rebuilding of the affected 
site marked a pivotal moment in the public 
housing programme. The flats built to rehouse 
victims were the first large-scale building 

project undertaken by the Housing and 
Development Board (HDB). The relocation of 
former villagers also meant better integration 
of citizens into the state’s formal economy, 
thereby advancing the development of the 
nation.
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ARTHUR WILLIAM FOx & LENA MARy FOx

86 AND 90 yEARS OLD

TECHNICIAN AND SWITCHBOARD OPERATOR
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Mr Fox, what did you do in the past?
I worked in the telecoms industry. I started 
work in 1949, back then it was called the 
Oriental Telephone and Electric Company 
(OTEC). It was a British organisation, and I 
worked there for about 48 years.

How much was your starting pay?
Mr Fox: I started as a technician, with a salary 
of $31.27.

How did both of you get your jobs? Do you 
remember your interviews?
Mr Fox: I finished school in 1947. I was staying 
at home when somebody told my mother 
to tell me to go to the new street office. An 
engineer interviewed me and I got the job. We 
had about 15, 20 technicians and we were in 
charge of installing the equipment. There were 
Chinese, Malays, Indians, and Eurasians. The 

chief engineer was Mr King. He was British 
and a very nice gentleman.

Mrs Fox: For telephone operators, we got our 
jobs through friends. You know why? Most of 
us were Eurasians girls and they said it was 
because Eurasians could speak very good 
English, which is true. We spoke very good 
English and we were all from convent schools. 
I was educated in a convent in Malaysia.

My interview was very pleasant. I came down 
and met with our then supervisor. She was 
an English lady but she was very localised, 
so much so she could speak a bit of Malay. 
During the interview, she would ask us to 
read a column from the newspaper and see 
how good we were at it. After you had finished 
reading, you would get the job.

Mr and Mrs Fox are a Eurasian couple who joined the telecommunications industry in the late 
1940s and early 1950s. They worked at a time when phone calls are connected manually using a 
switchboard in a telephone exchange. They met while working at the Central Telephone Exchange, 
where they began their journey to 58 years of marriage.
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She would then tell you to come back on a 
certain day and you would have to go for a 
medical check-up before you started. A senior 
supervisor would teach you how to use the 
switchboard. In those days, the system was 
made up of many switches, and you could 
hear the “tuk-tuk-tuk” sound.

What is a telephone exchange and what did 
you do as a technician?
Mr Fox: In those days, telephone equipment 
was bulky so they had to put it somewhere 
and that is called an exchange. What we did at 
the exchange was to look after the lines. I had 
110,000 lines in a whole exchange to take care 
of and we had to maintain the equipment. 
We also had VIPs who had special lines and 
when their lines were down, we must go 
immediately and attend to them. After I left 
the company, they had all these modern lines 
and the exchanges ceased to exist.

Did you learn technical skills back in school?
Mr Fox: They had only a trade school back then, 
that was all. There were no colleges, no nothing. 
But later on, they started a training school for 
technicians, like us, to improve ourselves. 

Could you explain what a switchboard is? 
Mrs Fox: There must always be an operator in 
between two people. When someone calls, a 
signal would be activated on the switchboard. 
We would hit a plug and answer the phone. 
The caller would ask for someone, and I would 
put in the wire into another plug so that the 
two would be connected.
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All the operators sat in rows. You have rows 
that dealt with inquiries, others dealt with 
bills. Then there were separate switchboards 
for local calls and foreign calls.

Were you an employee of OTEC until you 
retired?
Mr Fox: I started with OTEC in 1949.
Mrs Fox: Then it became STB, the Singapore 
Telephone Board.

In those days, telephone 
equipment was bulky 
so they had to put it 

somewhere and that is 
called an exchange. What 

we did at the exchange was 
to look after the lines.”

“
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Did you meet in the telephone exchange?
Mrs Fox: We met when it was STB. He was 
already there when I joined.
Mr Fox: She was on the third floor in the 
telephone exchange at Hill Street. I was on the 
second floor.

How long have you been married?
Mr Fox: We’ve been married for 58 years.

We would hit a plug and answer 
the phone. The caller would ask 
for someone, and I would put in 

the wire into another plug so that 
the two would be connected.”

“
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Were you always stationed at the Central 
Telephone Exchange?
Mr Fox: No. After some time, they moved 
me because they improved on the equipment 
and opened up more exchanges. We had to go 
out of Hill Street to take charge of those new 
exchanges. That was when I moved around 
Singapore. The last exchange I was placed at 
was the exchange at East Coast. When they 
were starting the exchange there, they turned 
to me to be in charge and I stayed there for 17 
years.

Where was the Central Telephone Exchange? 
Mrs Fox: It was at the junction of Hill Street. 
There is an iron staircase at the side of the 
building and that was where we used to rush 
up when we were late. 

All the operators sat 
in rows. you have rows 

that dealt with inquiries, 
others dealt with bills. 

Then there were separate 
switchboards for local 
calls and foreign calls.”

“
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How many operators were there in one 
shift?
Mrs Fox: About 20 or 30 people working in 
different sections. In one section you answer 
local calls, another overseas calls. There were 
also the enquiries section and the complaints 
section.

What was tough about the work then?
Mr Fox: We always had to be on standby. If 
anything happened at the exchange, you had 
to go back. They gave us a service line phone, 
and seven days a week we had to stand by. 
You would be given taxi money if you had 
to go in.

Was there anything memorable that 
happened when you were working at the 
telephone exchange?
Mr Fox: I had to stay in the exchange for one 
week, twice. I could not go home.

Why was that?
Mr Fox: There was a riot, leading to curfews, 
so we could not leave the exchange.
Mrs Fox: We operators also had to stay. We 
stayed in the office. 
Mr Fox: We were given food, water, soap to 
shower, and all that. We did not have proper 
beds, so we slept on tables and chairs.
Mrs Fox: In another riot, there were no buses. 
I remembered they sent a lorry to fetch us 
and it was a lorry carrying fish! (laughs) We 
climbed up into the lorry and went to work 
in the lorry. What to do? We had to go to 
work. Some of the operators were wearing 
tight skirts, it was so hard to climb into the 
lorry.

When did you retire?
Mr Fox: I left at 55 years old, in 1988.
Mrs Fox: I joined the company in 1954. I left 
the company in 1980.
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HISTORy OF TELECOMMUNICATIONS 
IN SINGApORE

Singapore was one of the first in the East to use a 
telephone system. Introduced in 1879 by Bennett 
Pell, then a local manager of the Eastern Extension 
Telegraph Company, the first telephone system 
in Singapore was a 50-line Private Telephone 
Exchange using a manual switchboard. 

The Oriental Telephone and Electric Company 
(OTEC) acquired the telephone exchange in 
1882. Following that, some significant milestones 
included a new Central Telephone Exchange 
in Hill Street that replaced OTEC in 1907, the 
automation of the telephone service in Singapore 
in 1930, and the first international call connecting 
Singapore and London on 1 December 1937. 
In 1955, the British colonial government took 
over the network and established the Singapore 
Telephone Board (STB).

Telephone switchboard operators in Seattle, Washington, USA, 1952. 
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Telephone House on Hill Street was once the main telephone 
exchange in Singapore.

Coin phones such as these, provided by SingTel, were once a common sight in Singapore. 

What we know as Singtel (Singapore 
Telecom) today, was born in 1989 following 
the government’s corporatisation programme 
which was meant to promote a greater focus on 
commerciality and customer service. Singtel 
held a monopoly over the telecommunications 
market until 2000.

After the liberalisation of the telecommunications 
market, companies came up with innovative 
products and services to entice consumers. 
Singtel, for example, began offering commercial 
internet services in 1994 and made a foray into 
content provision and broadcasting 2 years later. 
Today, multiple players make up the market, 
with Singtel, Starhub, M1, and TPG Telecom 
being the leading operators.
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Mdm Gim worked in the bus industry for three decades before retiring at 68 years old. She 
recalls vividly her time as a bus conductor and driver and says she would still remember it 
when she is 99 years old. 

Why did you want to become a bus driver?
I just wanted a good paying job so that I could 
provide for my children.

How long did you work in the bus industry?
First, I was a bus conductor for about 3 to 
4 years. I did other jobs in between before I 
became a bus driver for the Singapore Bus 
Service (SBS) when I was 40 years old. I 
retired at the age of 68.

Who introduced you to this job?
A friend recommended me to be a bus 
conductor. A few years later, I came across a 
job advertisement for bus drivers so I applied 
for it.

How was your interview like? 
First, they asked about my highest 
qualification. Then, I took a test that lasted for 
a week. We had to memorise the number and 

location of stops for a bus route. For example, 
if I was driving bus number 1 from Bedok 
to Paya Lebar, I needed to know how many 
stops were in between the stations. The paper 
was in Chinese and we had to familiarise 
ourselves with it before we were tested on it. 
We were also tested on the fares for the ride. 
For example, four stops would cost 40 cents 
and six stops would cost 50 cents.

We had to memorise the number 
and location of stops for a bus route. 

For example, if I was driving bus 
number 1 from Bedok to Paya Lebar, 
I needed to know how many stops 

were in between the stations.”

“
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What happened to those who did not pay 
enough for their ride?
If you did not pay enough, you would have 
to pay to get a replacement ticket. If you 
refused to pay, you would be asked to alight 
from the bus. 

Was it tough to be a bus conductor?
Yes, you needed to have strong legs and 
hands. Back then, the doors of the buses were 
left open during their journey. If the driver 
stepped on the brakes and your legs could not 
balance, you might fall out of the bus.

Oh, why were the bus doors left open? 
In those old buses, there were no automatic 
doors. So they did not close the doors even 
during the ride. It was much later that they 
became automated. 

What were your working hours?
We worked six shifts a week. The morning 
shift was from 5 in the morning until about 
1 or 2 in the afternoon. The afternoon 
shift started at 1 or 2 p.m. and lasted until 
midnight. If we worked the morning shift for 
this week, then we would take the afternoon 
shift the next week and it alternated.
 
How long was your training?
I cannot remember but we had to study a lot. 
We had to take three tests over a period of one 
month. It was not easy to pass.
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I had to stay alert at all 
times because many 

lives were in my hands. I 
could not lose focus for 

even a second.”

“
Which bus service numbers did you drive?
I drove for many bus services, among them 
numbers 2, 3, 4, 5, 135, 155, and more. My 
main interchange was at Bedok. 

What do you think was the toughest part of 
your job?
I had to stay alert at all times because many 
lives were in my hands. I could not lose focus 
for even a second. Also, it was difficult to 
make passengers move to the back of the bus 
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Occasionally, there would be 
drunk and rowdy passengers 
and fights would break out. I 

had to make a stop at the police 
station to hand them over to the 

policemen in charge.”

“
sometimes. A lot of people could not board 
the bus because of them.

Did you encounter any interesting situations 
on the bus?
I only remember a few because most of the 
time I was just very focused on driving. I 
remember that it was common for a passenger 
sitting in the last row to converse with another 
passenger sitting in the front row. So they 
would be shouting across the bus and it was 
as noisy as the market! 

Occasionally, there would be drunk and 
rowdy passengers and fights would break 
out. I had to make a stop at the police 
station to hand them over to the policemen 
in charge.

Were you looking forward to retirement?
My children had grown up already so I did 
not have to work so hard. 

What are some traits that a good bus driver 
should possess?
Kindness and patience. It is also important 
to learn how to control your temper because 
working in the hot weather and dealing with 
difficult passengers can make you easily 
agitated. You also have to be responsible and 
thoughtful to your passengers.
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HISTORy OF pUBLIC TRANSpORT IN SINGApORE

People in Singapore travelled around by buses 
and urban trains since the beginning of the 
20th century. In 1905, electric trams started 
operating in colonial Singapore before it 
was replaced by trolley buses in 1925, when 
the Singapore Traction Company (STC) 
was formed. The rural areas were served by 
mosquito buses, which could only sit up to 
about seven passengers. 

The number of bus routes was scaled down 
briefly during the Japanese Occupation, but 
resumed its expansion till the late 1950s. 
However, the bus industry was plagued with 
poor management, operational issues, and 
labour unrest. Upon gaining independence in 
1965, the Singapore government put into plan 
an extensive urban renewal project to roll out 
public housing and road development in a bid 

Steam trams (top left) ran in Singapore in the 1890s but were soon 
replaced by electric trams. An electric tram (top right) from the 
1900s is seen travelling along Upper Serangoon Road, alongside 
bullock carts. Electric trams moved along tracks, like the ones in 
Geylang in 1907 (bottom left) and along North Bridge Road in 1925 
(bottom right).

to get rid of slums and improve accessibility. Ten 
bus companies were also reorganised into three 
large ones to improve efficiency in operations. 
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Singapore trolley bus. The front of the bus was designated as first class. 

Despite undergoing the changes, things did 
not improve. This triggered the merger of 
the three remaining bus companies, forming 
the Singapore Bus Service (SBS) in 1973. 
In 1987, the newly formed Singapore Mass 
Rapid Transit (SMRT) Corporation started 
operating the first urban trains. By the early 
2000s, the promotion of the concept of 
multimodal operations saw the formation 
of SMRT Buses Ltd and its sister company, 
SMRT Trains Ltd, as well as SBS Transit Ltd.

SBS Transit Ltd and SMRT Corporation 
continue to be the main operators in the 
local public transport landscape, while new 

The Albion Viking EVK41L (left) plied on Service 93 in the early 
1970s. In the 1980s, this Leyland Atlantean AN68 (right) was one of 
the first few double-deck buses to be introduced.

players such as Tower Transit Singapore 
and Go-Ahead Singapore commenced their 
operations in 2016.
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Mr Goh worked in a coffee shop for more than five decades. Back in the day, trishaw riders were 
his frequent customers and takeaway cups were reused milk cans. His go-to order is kopi-O. 

What did you work as? 
At first, I was a server in a coffee shop. I would 
invite customers into the shop, take orders, 
pass on the orders to the coffee makers, and 
serve the drinks. Later on, I became a coffee 
maker. 

When and why did you start working in a 
coffee shop?
I started when I was around 16 years old. My 
father was from Fuzhou and he ran a coffee 
shop. I was not well educated when I was 
young so I started working as a coffee shop 
server. 

Which coffee shop did you work at?
I worked at a coffee shop in Bedok. You had 
to take bus 14 from Bedok Interchange to get 
there.

How did you find this job?
I asked around on my own. 

What were your working hours like?
I started at 6 in the morning and worked till 3 
in the afternoon. Then another person would 
take over when my shift ended. There were 
two shifts. 

How much was your salary?
When I just started, I was paid $60 a month. 
Then my pay increased to more than $1,000 a 
month before I retired.
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How much did a cup of coffee cost back 
then?
They usually cost around 10 to 20 cents. It was 
very cheap. Now it is different. A cup of coffee 
can cost around $1 to $2. There were many 
trishaw riders who bought from us in the past.

Did the trishaw riders also have a lot of 
customers back then?
People took the trishaw when the groceries 
they bought from the market were too heavy. 

The trishaw riders would just walk towards 
potential customers and ask them if they 
needed a ride.

How much did a trishaw ride cost?
It depended on the distance. Usually it was 
about 80 cents to $1.

Who were your usual customers?
It would be the working adults. They usually 
came for a quick meal in the morning before 
heading to work.

What is different between serving coffee in 
the past and the present?
In the past, it wasn’t common to serve cold 
drinks. We did not have ice cubes. We had to 
use an ice pick to cut the huge block of ice into 
smaller pieces ourselves.

In the past, it wasn’t common 
to serve cold drinks. We did 

not have ice cubes.”

“
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There were no paper or styrofoam cups in 
the past. So how did you serve coffee for 
takeaway?
We reused the milk cans. After finishing a can 
of condensed or evaporated milk, we would 
keep and reuse it as a cup for takeaway coffee. 
We just had to tie a raffia string at the lid to 
act as the handle then it could be reused for 
takeaway coffee.

What are some unusual orders that you have 
come across?
Some people liked to put butter in their coffee 
because they believed that it could soothe 
their throats. Very rarely, someone would 
order an egg in their coffee.

Do you have any tips on how to make great 
tasting coffee?
It depends on the coffee powder. When it 
was busy, coffee would taste better because it 
was brewed fresh. When business was not so 
good, leaving the prepared coffee for too long 
would make it turn sour. So every time we 
made coffee, we tried to make just the right 
amount, not too much or too little, depending 
on the business for that day.

What about tea?
Not many people ordered tea. Most people 
would order kopi or kopi-O or teh-C. Fewer 
people ordered milo as well.

Did you roast the coffee beans yourself? 
How did you do it?
Yes. Back then, we roasted the coffee beans on 
our own. We had to keep stirring the coffee 
beans and when they were ready, we would 
pour the sugar in. After roasting the beans, 
we would pour them out into a box and add 
butter to it. Then we would grind the beans, 
store them in a bucket, and stir the powder. 

Some people liked 
to put butter in their 
coffee because they 

believed that it could 
soothe their throats. 
Very rarely someone 

would order an egg in 
their coffee.”

“
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Nowadays, people simply order coffee powder 
from suppliers. It is not as tasty as the ones we 
made before.

How long did it take to roast the coffee 
beans?
It depends. We just roasted them until the 
beans turned black.

Do you remember any interesting events 
that happened while you were working?
Not much. But gang fights happened 
frequently in the past. Some gangsters even 
approached my boss for “protection fees” so 
that they could protect our coffee shop in 
case other gangs created trouble for us. When 
there were gang fights, our business would be 
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Why did you retire?
I was in the coffee shop business for more than 
50 years. It was a long time. I retired when I 
was between 60 to 70 years old because I 
became partially blind. My boss told me that 

I was pouring coffee outside the cup because I 
could not see it. 

What is your usual order of kopi?
Kopi-O.

disrupted as customers were afraid to come to 
the coffee shop. Some of our property would 
also be destroyed in the process.

But gang fights happened 
frequently in the past. Some 
gangsters even approached 

my boss for “protection 
fees” so that they could 

protect our coffee shop in 
case other gangs created 

trouble for us.”

“
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KOpITIAM CULTURE

The word kopitiam is a portmanteau of the 
words kopi, which means coffee in Malay, and 
tiam, which is Hokkien for shop. Kopitiams 
were mostly small-scale enterprises owned by 
families of specific sub-ethnic groups, most 
prominently the Hainanese and Foochows, 
who owned a combined 2,000 kopitiams by 
the 1950s. Besides serving coffee and food, 
kopitiams provided spaces where people could 
relax, socialise, gather for friendly discussions, 
and look for work, since these were places 
where they might meet potential employers or 
hear of jobs. 

Traditional coffee shops generally had no more 
than ten small tables, arranged close to one 
another. Round marble tables, wooden chairs, 
and mosaic flooring also added to the character 
of traditional kopitiams. 

Now closed, Chin Mee Chin Confectionery was a charming kopitiam 
which served old-fashioned breakfast delights. 

Old-style kopi (or teh) cup. Some patrons would pour their beverage 
into the saucer and drink it from there. That was supposed to help 
the drink cool down more quickly.
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KOPI O

Coffee

Sugar

KOPI O KOSONG

Coffee with
 no milk 
or sugar

KOPI O SIEW DAI

Coffee

Less sugar

KOPI O GA DAI

Coffee

More 
sugar

KOPI C

Coffee

Sugar

KOPI SIEW DAI

Coffee

Less sugar

KOPI GA  DAI

Coffee

More sugar

KOPI 

Coffee

Condensed 
     milk

Evaporated 
     milk

Evaporated 
     milk

Evaporated 
     milk

KOPI GAO 

Thick coffee

Condensed 
     milk

KOPI GU yU

Coffee

Butter

KOPI DI LO 

Very thick coffee

Condensed 
     milk

KOPI POH 

Thin coffee

Condensed 
     milk

KOPI PENG 

Coffee

Condensed 
     milk

Ice

KOPI SUA Two orders of the 
same type of 
coffee

KOPI TARIK 

     Foam

     Pulled coffee

     Condensed
     milk

To make sure that you get your coffee just the way you like it, this is a quick guide to ordering your 
favourite coffee at a local kopitiam.
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Mr Kader has been a passionate cook for more than 60 years. He worked in many hotels and 
has even gone to Japan for a 2-year stint. Today, he still cooks for special occasions.  

How did you start working as a cook? 
I first started cooking when I was 19 years 
old. I worked in the Old Police Academy at 
Thomson Road as a cook. I worked there for 
10 years and then my niece recommended me 
to work at a hotel.

Which hotels did you work at?
I worked at Grand Hyatt for about 3 years, 
then I was recruited to work in a hotel in 
Matsuyama, Japan for 2 years. After I came 
back, I worked for 2 years at Hotel Malaysia, 
3 years at Imperial Hotel, and 2 years at Hotel 
Grand Central. 

What kind of food did you cook?
I cooked mainly Indian food in the hotels. 
But for wedding caterings, I cooked many 
different kinds of food, including Chinese, 
Japanese, Indonesian, Thai, and Indian 
cuisines.

That’s impressive! How did you learn cooking?
When I was young, I learnt from my father 
who is an Indian Muslim. He was a good 
cook. Everyone in my family can cook. 

Later when I worked in hotels, I would 
occasionally help the chefs from other 
kitchens. So I learnt how to cook dishes of 
many different cuisines. 

When I was young, I 
learnt from my father 

who is an Indian 
Muslim. He was a good 
cook. Everyone in my 

family can cook.”

“
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How much were you paid?
At one time, I was a chef de partie with an 
average earning of $700. We would earn 
commissions depending on the number of 
customers we had. I would usually earn a 
commission of $300 on top of my base salary 
of $400. By the time I retired, I was earning 
more than a thousand dollars.

When did you start catering for weddings?
I catered wedding food as a side job after I 
came back from Japan. I worked for hotels 
on weekdays and cooked for weddings at the 
weekends.
 
Other than food, I also rented wedding 
costumes and set up the wedding venue with 
decorations. I was a bit of a wedding planner 
too.

Do you still plan weddings now?
No, I have stopped planning weddings for a 
while. Now I only cook. A wedding caterer 
hired me to be their cook so some weekends, 
I will still cook.

What were the working hours like in a hotel 
kitchen?
In the beginning, we worked in split shifts. 
I worked in the morning until 1 p.m., then I 
came back for the night shift. I did not like 
working split shifts but had to accept it. After 
some time, I changed my schedule so that I 
worked one shift from morning till evening. 
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What are some popular food orders for 
weddings?
Usually my customers would order Indonesian 
food and nasi briyani. I like to cook nasi 
briyani the traditional way, different from 
what is sold outside. 

How is the nasi briyani you cook different 
from those sold outside?
The briyani that is sold outside is very simple. 
Nowadays, people see yellow rice with fried 
chicken or curry chicken and they call it 
briyani. All they have to do is add a drop of 
colouring to make the rice yellow. That is not 
nasi briyani! 

The traditional method was to use saffron. I 
would also add almonds, cashew nuts, ginger, 
garlic, Chinese parsley, mint leaf, coriander 
seed, cumin seed, white pepper seed, yellow 
powder, and many more ingredients to make 
good briyani. You must put all the meat and 
spices at the bottom, then put the rice on 
top of the meat so that the rice can absorb 
the fragrance of the spices. I still use this 
traditional recipe.

What are some difficult aspects of being a 
cook?
It is tiring because of the long hours. Some 
weddings are 10 hours long. I have to prepare 
at 6 a.m. and only finish at 6 p.m. Preparation 
is difficult because there are a lot of steps. It 
is also important to have good and sufficient 
ingredients. If they are not good, then the 
food would not taste good and we will come 
to know about it from the guests.

you must have the heart to cook. 
you must be passionate. Do not be 
so profit-driven that you neglect the 
quality of your dish. A good cook is 

also very strict about ingredients and 
recipes — they must be exact.”

“

 
What are some qualities or traits that a good 
cook should possess?
You must have the heart to cook. You must be 
passionate. Do not be so profit-driven that you 
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to know how to cure the smell. I use garlic, 
ginger, Chinese parsley, and chili padi to get 
rid of the gamey taste. 
 
Have you thought about publishing a recipe 
book?
I think that would be too hard. It is very 
troublesome to make a book. It will take too 
much time, maybe a year. I just enjoy cooking 
and I feel happy enough when I cook.  

neglect the quality of your dish. A good cook 
is also very strict about ingredients and recipes 
— they must be exact. You cannot be stingy 
about the quantity and quality of ingredients.

What’s your best dish?
It would be mutton briyani. The mutton must 
be soft and sweet. There is a gamey taste in 
mutton that some people do not like, so it is 
more difficult to cook because the cook has 
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WEDDING RECEpTION AT MALAy WEDDINGS

Weddings of the Malay community are 
generally celebrated with great festivity and 
the wedding reception is one of the highlights 
of the wedding celebration. Traditionally, the 
reception takes place at the courtyard of the 
family home and guests would bring dishes 
for the feast. Today, most couples engage 
professional caterers and planners and they 
hold their reception either at the void decks 
of Housing and Development Board (HDB) 
flats or at communal areas such as community 
centres. 

During the reception, the bride will be seated at 
the dais, the platform where the couple would 
sit upon their pelamin (the thrones), and wait 
for the groom’s entrance. At an agreed upon 
time, the groom will strut onto the red carpet 
alongside a procession of hadrah or kompang 

band, a group of men playing handheld drums 
and singing verses from the Quran. Once the 
bride and groom are united on the pelamin, 

A grandly decorated dais at a Malay wedding. 
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A kompang band.

they will be shown a performance of silat, a 
Malay martial arts form, with each movement 
signifying blessings for the couple. A photo-
taking session usually follows, where the 
newly-wed couple will receive guests on the 
tastefully decorated dais for pictures. 

Guests are free to help themselves to the 
food, available buffet style, throughout 
the reception and they are not expected 
to remain for the entire duration of the 
celebrations. Before leaving, guests would 
typically present a gift to the couple, usually 

To commemorate the occasion, the wedding couple will take 
pictures with their family and friends on the pelamin.

money in an envelope or packet, and in 
return they would receive a small token 
of appreciation. The token could be the 
traditional bunga telur, a hard-boiled egg in 
decorative boxes symbolising fertility, or a 
modern souvenir such as chocolates, sweets, 
or cakes. 
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Mr Lee spent most of his life working as a shoemaker. The shop he works at has handcrafted 
shoes for some notable figures in Singapore including the late Mr Lee Kuan Yew. Today, he 
continues to perfect his craft at the very same shop he started his shoemaking journey.

When did you start working as a shoemaker? 
I started working when I was about 15 years 
old. It’s been a pretty long time.

Have you stayed in the same job since?
I was a shoemaker until sometime in the 
2000s. I took on a laundry job at a hotel 
instead because my mother was not well and 
my salary as a shoemaker was not enough to 
pay for her stay in the nursing home.

How was it working at the hotel?
The salary was around a thousand dollars, but 
I had to work overtime every day. It made me 
so worn out that I could not even talk. I even 
developed asthma from the job. It was very 
tough and I had plans to stop working there 
back then.

When did you return to shoemaking?
I came back to it in 2012.

Do you make shoes from scratch or do you 
repair them?
I make shoes, not repair them. I make shoes 
by piecing together raw materials part by part.

Is it tricky to make shoes?
Every foot is unique. Some people have uneven 
leg length. And some people require special 
measurements or make specific requests. But 
it all depends on your brain and experience. 
You must be sharp and smart.

I make shoes, not repair 
them. I make shoes by 

piecing together raw 
materials part by part.”

“
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What kind of shoes is the toughest to make?
Shoes for the handicapped. Their feet are 
swollen, big, and sometimes of different sizes. 
You also have to listen to recommendations 
by their doctors. So no one dares to make this 
kind of shoes. There are others who still sell 
them but they are very expensive. One pair 
can cost a few thousand dollars.

How long does it take to make a pair of 
shoes?
It depends on the difficulty and work load. 
Some shoes are more difficult to make and 
they take about 2 days. Normally, the easy 
ones — I can finish them in a day. 

When I was an apprentice, I could only make 
about one or two pairs in a week. After I 
mastered the skill and started making shoes 
in batches, I could produce over 10 pairs in 
a week.

How much did a pair of shoes cost in the 
past?
It was very cheap. In the 1960s, it was less 
than $20.

How do you make a pair of shoes?
First, my boss would take the measurements 
and choose the mould for making the shoe. I 
was only in charge of making the shoes. 

Do you specialise in a particular kind of 
shoes?
Yes, I used to make ladies’ shoes. The more 
popular ones in the past were 3.5-inch heels. 
Now, I also make men’s shoes.
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Were there any famous customers that came 
to the shop you worked at?
Yes, Professor Tommy Koh and Mr Lee Kuan 
Yew.

Wow, that’s impressive! Then have you 
appeared on television before?
I was featured in a variety show on Channel 8 
when they came to film the shop. I think that 
was in 1987.

How long would it take for a rookie to 
master shoemaking?
I would say 1 to 2 years at the very least. When 
I first started, I only did shoe repairs. Once 
you are familiar with the principles, then you 
can start making shoes.

There are so many professions you could 
have gone into. Why did you choose to learn 
cobbling?
It was because my father told me to. He was 
also a cobbler but he did not teach me. He 
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told me to venture out to learn. We ended 
up working in the same shop owned by two 
brothers. He worked for the older brother 
while I worked for the younger one.

Why did your father want you to be a cobbler 
like him?
Because I was a naughty kid. He did not want 
me to learn the wrong things outside. He was 
afraid that I would go astray. So he wanted me 
to learn making shoes, which would keep me 
indoors all the time.

How much were you paid?
I was paid $20 a week when I was an apprentice. 
When I came out to work as a shoemaker, I 
could earn around $50 a day. But this job is 
considered casual work. I work and get paid 
when there are orders but when there’s no 
work, I don’t get any money. 

What were your working hours?
We worked from 9 in the morning till 9 in the 
evening. If I had many orders or needed to 
rush work, such as during the Chinese New 
Year period, I would work until midnight.
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Do you have your own apprentices?
Yes, but they have already quit this job. They 
are also old already.

How are modern cobblers like those in the 
malls different from the traditional ones?
The modern cobblers just use hammers and 
normal working tools. But actually, suitable 
knives are difficult to find. You will need 
L-shaped knives and saws. But nobody is willing 
to make these tools now. They don’t sell them 
anymore. I tried finding them in Malaysia, but 
even they don’t have them. Finally, someone 
gave me a long and thick piece of saw and I had 
to sharpen it into a knife on my own.

Have you ever hurt yourself while making 
shoes?
Yes, I cut myself everywhere. It’s possible to 
cut your legs and hands when you are not 
careful. One time, I was hospitalised for a 
month when I accidentally cut my hand with 
a knife. There was a lot of blood and I had no 
strength at all. 

It’s possible to cut your legs and 
hands when you are not careful. 
One time, I was hospitalised for 
a month when I accidentally cut 

my hand with a knife.”

“

Do you have some tips on how to maintain 
the quality of our shoes?
For leather shoes, you have to polish them 
occasionally. If the leather comes into contact 
with water, you have to dry it. PVC leather 
cannot be maintained. It’s useless.

How do you tell if a leather is real or fake?
Use your finger to pinch it or scratch it. If 
there is no harm to it, it is real leather. You 
can tell by the smell too.
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COBBLERS: A VANISHING TRADE

As modern footwear overtook clogs around 
the 1950s, the need for cobbling services grew 
and cobblers began to occupy the sidewalks 
to replace old soles and heels and stitch up 
torn slippers. They kept a variety of tools and 

Some shoemaking tools.

supplies in boxes or baskets such as knives, 
hammers, nails, threads of different colours, 
adhesive, as well as leather and rubber pieces. 
In the 1970s, it would cost around $1.50 to 
mend a pair of shoes. 
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On the other hand, shoemakers made different 
types of shoes and sandals from scratch 
and supplied them to shops on a contract 
basis. Traditional shoemakers occupied 
Clyde Street back in the day and they were 
typically family businesses passed down for 
several generations. The shoemaking process 
resembled a production line where each 
member would complete a particular task 
such as cutting or sewing, before handing 
the shoes over to the next member in line. 

Lee Hoi Wah Shoe Maker — a traditional shoemaker near Chinatown. 

Machines later came into use for part of the 
process, before factory production became 
the norm. 

Today, you can still find some traditional 
cobblers in parts of Chinatown and Raffles 
Place. They have to be a jack of all trades to 
survive in a dying trade — from mending 
shoes to designing and making custom-made 
shoes.
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Mr Lim was a Hokkien voice actor at Rediffusion, a radio station that was the epicentre of 
Singapore’s entertainment in the 1950s to 1970s. He has acted in more than a thousand stories 
in his 20-year career as a voice actor. 

When did you start working at Rediffusion? 
I joined in August 1968. It was when big 
names like Ong Toh, Lee Dai Soh, and Ng 
Chia Kheng were very popular. 

What did you do at Rediffusion?
I was a voice actor. The radio station had 17 
shows every week and I acted in the Hokkien 
ones.
 
What was the broadcast schedule like?
There were Hokkien, Cantonese, and 
Teochew radio shows. Hokkien was more 
popular so there were more Hokkien shows. 
At noontime, there were comic stories, and 
then action stories in the afternoon and night 
shows.

I was very lucky to be 
accepted then because 

the Rediffusion’s 
Hokkien shows were 

very popular and a few 
thousand went for the 
try-outs but only 100 
were accepted. Out of 
these 100 candidates, 

only 10 were offered the 
job. I was one of them.”

“
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How were you recruited into Rediffusion?
During the audition, they gave me a script 
that was three to four pages long and 
contained about three to four scenes. I had 
30 minutes to prepare before I entered the 
studio to act according to the scenes in the 
script. I can still remember that the first 
scene had me debating with an opponent 
and in the next scene, I had to react to the 
death of a loved one. 

Even though I received my letter of offer, 
I still had to go through three tests. During 
the tests, they gave us new scripts to act. I 
was very lucky to be accepted then because 
Rediffusion’s Hokkien shows were very 
popular and a few thousand went for the try-
outs but only 100 were accepted. Out of these 
100 candidates, only 10 were offered the job. I 
was one of them.
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Have you done any acting before 
interviewing for this job? How is voice 
acting performed?
I had never done any acting before that so I 
was very surprised that I was recruited to be 
a voice actor. 

I had to change my voice according to the roles 
I played. Most of our acting was recorded a 
week before the show went live. We had a guy 
named Meng Chew who was brilliant. He did 
all the coordinating and pairing of theme songs 
to the stories before they were played on air. 

Oh, so the shows were pre-recorded?
Some shows were pre-recorded. We can’t do 
it live because there’s too much risk — what 
if the actor falls sick on that day? Then there 
would be no show. 

Although some stories were pre-recorded, the 
hosts were live. They would start the show 
with an opening and the theme song, before 
playing the pre-recorded stories. 

What are some roles that you have acted?
My first role was in the 3 p.m. action stories 
show. I was lucky that I got to play the main 

Some shows were 
pre-recorded. We 

can’t do it live 
because there’s too 
much risk — what if 

the actor falls sick on 
that day? Then there 

will be no show.”

“

male character. The show became very popular 
and I was quite surprised since I was very new. 
I just followed what the director said.

I have also played a grandpa, a youngster, 
Pigsy from Journey to the West and even a 
transgender. I have acted in more than a 
thousand stories throughout my more than 
20 years there.
 
How much were you paid?
The acting would pay $20 per hour. You only 
get paid if you recorded a scene. My Journey to 
the West story took more than 500 scenes. The 
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I have also played a 
grandpa, a youngster, 
Pigsy from Journey to 
the West and even a 

transgender. I acted in more 
than a thousand stories 

throughout my more than 
20 years there.”

“
pay was pretty good. Usually, I could make a 
few hundred dollars which was a very large 
sum of money then.
 
Did you have any fans?
Yes, some of them sent in fan mail.

You are very fluent in Chinese. Did you 
study in a Chinese school?
Yes, because I was from a Chinese school. 
It was called Hua Yi Government Chinese 
Middle School (present Hua Yi Secondary 
School).

Do you remember the last show you 
acted in?
Yes, it was the Crossroad of Life in 1982. 
I acted with another host. The show ran 
till 31 December 1982 because dialect shows 
could not be aired from 1983 onwards because 
of the Speak Mandarin Campaign.

How did the campaign affect Rediffusion’s 
popularity?
We lost some of our listeners. The Mandarin 
shows sustained for a while. It was not bad but 
there were fewer listeners. 

Did you continue to pursue acting after 
leaving Rediffusion?
Yes, I was a calefare in some TV dramas as 
well as stage plays. But I did not continue for 
very long.  
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REDIFFUSION SINGApORE

Rediffusion was Singapore’s first cable-
transmitted commercial radio station 
introduced in 1949. The low subscription 
rate of $5 per month with no extra electricity 
cost made it an attractive alternative to the 
comparatively more expensive radio set. The 
station initially broadcast programmes from 
the United Kingdom, where its parent company 
was based. Chinese dialect programmes, such 
as stories narrated in Hokkien, Cantonese, 
and Teochew, were eventually added to cater 
to local demand. It proved to be a major source 

of entertainment for the local Chinese as the 
number of subscribers increased steadily 
from 9,600 to 90,428 in less than 30 years. 

The popularity of Rediffusion fell after the 
Singapore government launched the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign in 1979, which required 
all dialect programmes to stop airing by 1983. 
On top of that, subscription dwindled as 
more listeners switched to free-to-air radio. 
Eventually, Rediffusion ended its broadcasting 
journey in April 2012.
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The Rediffusion building on Clemenceau Avenue, circa. 1960s. 
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Mr Low is a jack of all trades — from working in his father’s bicycle shop to delivering goods 
to Malaysia and starting his own business in construction. He recalls a time when bicycles were 
the preferred mode of transport and travelling to Johor Bahru did not require a passport.

What did you do in the past? 
I started helping out at my father’s bicycle 
shop when I was young. I did both the fixing 
and manufacturing of bicycles. I also delivered 
goods to Johor Bahru. When I grew older, I 
got into construction work.

How are the bicycles today different from 
the ones in the past?
Nowadays, bicycles are more practical and 
easier to use. The designs and models have 
changed as well. For example, the steel wires 
we used back then were not as strong and 
often snapped. Now, they are more durable.

But bicycles today are also more difficult to 
repair since the spare parts are different for 
every bicycle and more complicated than 
before. Back then, all the spare parts were 
very similar so you just needed to find one 
of the right size and you could fix or replace 

it. The bicycle repair shops these days do not 
stock designated spare parts so you will have 
to wait for them to order the correct parts, 
which will increase the time taken to repair 
the bicycle.

Bicycles were 
an important 

transportation tool, 
before motorcycles 
and cars became 

popular. The roads in 
villages were small, 
so it was better to 

use bicycles.”

“
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much land area we occupied, how many 
trees belonged to us and such, so that the 
government could pay us for taking our 
land. This was when they wanted to change 
and improve the infrastructure. They then 
moved us to public housing, which had better 
sanitation and safety. 

Were there a lot of people in the bicycle 
business back then?
Yes, there were about two to three bicycle 
shops in each village. Bicycles were an 
important transportation tool, before 
motorcycles and cars became popular. The 
roads in villages were small, so it was better 
to use bicycles.
 
What else did you do besides helping your 
father with his bicycle shop?
I also delivered goods to Johor Bahru on a 
bicycle. I travelled there regularly in the 1960s, 
when I was my teens. Since it was before 
Singapore’s independence, we didn’t need a 
passport to go to Malaysia. We just used our 
ID cards. The traffic was also really smooth 
back then, unlike now. 

After Singapore’s independence in 1965, the 
country was going through rapid changes. 
How were you affected?
After 1965, Singapore’s economy was 
developing very quickly. The government 
would come to our village to carry out surveys 
and find out about our housing situation 
and other things. Later, we were required to 
register our housing details including how 

The government also started 
to educate us and improve 
our lifestyle, such as how to 
clear and throw away thrash 

properly. They taught us 
what was inappropriate and 

unsanitary.”

“

The government also started to educate us 
and improve our lifestyle, such as how to clear 
and throw away rubbish properly. They taught 
us what was inappropriate and unsanitary. 
When it became unacceptable, they would 
issue a fine. 
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Back to something you mentioned earlier, 
why did they need to know about the trees 
people owned?
For some people, the trees were their main 
income source. For example, those who 
planted rambutan trees could sell the fruit. 
The same goes for sugar cane and vegetables 
as well. 

How did you join the construction industry?
I knew a lot of people and I was willing to 
do any work. When someone found me a 
job, I just said yes. After helping out in the 
bicycle business, someone recruited me to do 
construction work. As I was a fast learner, I 
picked up the skills very quickly. I was mainly 
in charge of painting the walls, which I did for 
more than 10 years. There were other projects 
as well. 

Did you do the work alone or did you have 
help?
I started a business and became my own 
boss. Clients gave me jobs because I always 

produced good results and they trusted me. 
As my business got better, I needed more 
manpower. I started hiring people from 
Malaysia to paint and do concrete work for 
me. I paid them and even provided them with 
a place to cook, sleep, and shower.

How much were you paid?
I cannot remember but they paid me almost 
every day. For example, if we needed $1,000 
to $2,000 for the project, I would quote higher 
to my client so that I could also profit from it. 
After all, I was running a business. As time 
passed, more competitors joined the industry 
and my earnings started to fall.

Do you remember which construction 
projects you did?
Most of my projects were in the Woodlands 
area. I remember doing painting jobs for HDB 
Blocks 1 to 5 in Marsiling. Later when Block 
7 was completed, I moved into it to live with 
my family. It was bigger, with four bedrooms. 
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SINGApORE IMpROVEMENT TRUST (SIT)

Formally set up in 1927, the Singapore 
Improvement Trust (SIT) — the predecessor 
of the Housing Development Board (HDB) 
— was tasked to carry out infrastructure 
improvement work in Singapore, including 
urban planning, demolition of unsanitary 
buildings, and construction of low-cost 
public housing. One of SIT’s earliest building 
schemes included the Tiong Bahru and 
Balestier regions, which featured artisan 
quarters and tenements. 

In the post-war years, the housing shortage 
became a pressing issue and SIT was put in 
charge of supplying public housing for the 
low-income group. In 1956, SIT marked 
the completion of its first satellite town, 
Queenstown, which offered 70,000 people 
public housing in 14-storey blocks of flats and 

amenities which included schools, clinics, 
markets, shopping centres, and cinemas. 

Queenstown was the first satellite town to be developed by the SIT 
in the 1950s.
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Staircases from the back door of each unit of the SIT Flats in Tiong 
Bahru are used by residents for exit into the alley way below. Some 
laundry can be seen hanging on bamboo poles to be left out to dry 
at the balconies (left). SIT flats in Tiong Bahru, the earliest flats built 
as part of the SIT Project. The flats with round-shaped balconies are 
4 storeys tall (right).

The SIT was dissolved in 1960, with its urban 
planning functions being handed over to the 
Planning Department under the supervision 
of the prime minister, and its public housing 
programme taken over by the newly 
established HDB.

These flats in Tiong Bahru were part of the pilot SIT project to provide public housing for the people of Singapore.
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Mr Ng worked in a bank for almost five decades. Having left his secondary school after a few 
months in his teens, he continually sought to improve himself and went on to complete his 
secondary school education in his late 20s, which earned him a promotion at work.

How long did you work at the bank? 
I worked at the OCBC bank for about 46 
years. I started back in 1953 when I was 
about 17 years old. After a few years, I went 
for further training and completed secondary 
school education. I was then promoted to a 
bank clerk. 

How much were you paid?
Before I became a bank clerk, the salary 
was about $88 to $180. The salary after the 
promotion was about $250. It was a huge 
difference!

How did you come to know about the job?
A friend of mine told me about this job 
because he was working there. I asked him for 
a recommendation and he asked his manager 
immediately. The manager then interviewed 
me and said that I could come to work the 
next day. But he told me not to wear shorts 

in future because I had worn shorts to the 
interview.
 
Where was the office? 
It was at Chulia Street. It is still there now. 
It was renovated afterwards and the new 
building had over 50 levels.

What were you doing before being promoted 
to a clerk?
I was a messenger before my promotion. We 
were given bicycles to deliver files to clients’ 
offices in the Central Business District area. 
Just like an office boy. 

Did you have to cycle very far?
Usually it wouldn’t be too far. If it was very far, 
the company would pay for my taxi fare. But 
it was rarely the case because if it was too far, 
they would not have asked me to deliver. The 
clients would collect it themselves.



78      BEFRIENDING CONVERSATIONS

So how long did you work as a messenger 
before you were promoted to a bank clerk?
I worked for about 10 years as a messenger 
before I went to further my studies. After I 
was promoted, I did clerical work for 35 years 
in the billing department. Then it became 
known as the trades finance department. 

Did you take part in any activities outside of 
your core work?
I took part in union activities. I often 
interacted with the father of Senior Minister 
Teo Chee Hean, Mr Teo Cheng Guan, who 
was one of the senior executives in OCBC. He 
was a very good person.

What made you join a union?
Back then, there was a union for almost every 
occupation. It was good to be represented by 
a union. I remember that there was a guard 
in our warehouse who got caught for bringing 
his friends to the warehouse in the middle 
of the night. He was about to be sacked. The 
union asked the company for a second chance 
on his behalf and not to destroy his livelihood. 
The company did. It was good that OCBC had 
a good relationship with the labour union. 
Everything was negotiable.

Did you have to do anything to be a member 
of the union?
I just needed to pay a monthly fee of $3. It 
would be deducted from my salary every 
month.

After I started working, I 
realised that if I did not 
upgrade myself, I would 

not get promoted. So 
I went to the Adult 

Education Board and 
took lessons. I studied 

by myself at night.”

“

What motivated you to go back to studying?
When I went to secondary school after 
graduating from primary school, I only 
studied for 4 months before I dropped out. 
After I started working, I realised that if I did 
not upgrade myself, I would not get promoted. 
So I went to the Adult Education Board and 
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took lessons. I studied by myself at night. I 
remember Devan Nair was the chairman of 
the Board. 

Did you face any difficulties studying as an 
adult?
In the beginning, the Director of the institution 
said that I had to start from Secondary 2, but 

I wanted to start from Secondary 4. I had a 
good foundation in the Chinese language 
and Mathematics, since that was what I learnt 
back in China. These two subjects were easy 
for me. I was only weak in English. I told him 
I would not disappoint him and he gave me 
the chance. So I completed Secondary 4 in 
one year and scored good results for my exam.
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Which part of China were you from?
Kinmen, a small island right below Xiamen. It 
is part of Taiwan’s territory now.

When did you arrive in Singapore? Where 
did you stay?
I think it was 1949 and I was around 12 years 
old. I came with my father.

I stayed at the Hong Lim market area when 
I first came here. It was opposite the Great 
World Amusement Park. I lived in one of the 
attap houses along that stretch.

What do you think of Singapore’s 
development in its early years?
Singapore’s development was really not 
easy. Singapore had to develop and embrace 
industrialisation after the British left. Things 
were very different as compared to the colonial 
period and we had to learn how to survive on 
our own. People lost their jobs after the British 
withdrew from Singapore and there was a big 
social change. The government did a good job 

because they came up with solutions as fast as 
they could. So Singapore adapted quickly and 
became successful. 

When did you retire?
I retired in 1999 when I was 62 years old. 
 

Singapore’s development 
was really not easy. 
Singapore had to 

develop and embrace 
industrialisation after 
the British left. Things 
were very different as 

compared to the colonial 
period and we had to 

learn how to survive on 
our own.”

“
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GREAT WORLD AMUSEMENT pARK

The Great World Amusement Park provided a 
source of entertainment and leisure for the low 
and middle income groups of Singaporeans 
from the 1950s to 1960s. First established 
in 1929 at a former Chinese cemetery, the 

Great World Amusement Park in its heyday.

amusement park became the venue for 
wrestling and boxing matches, as well as free 
films and Peking operas. As business was slow, 
the park was sold to the Shaw Organisation in 
1941 during the Second World War. The park 
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Great World City Shopping Complex, 2006.

served as a prison for Australian prisoners-of-
war (POWs) during the Japanese Occupation. 
Later, the POWs were relocated to shacks at 
the back so that the park could continue 
operations. It was renamed “Dai Segai”.

After the Japanese Occupation, cultural 
shows such as Teochew operas and Malay 
operas were revived, featuring popular songs 
that brought families to the park. As business 
improved, the park underwent major upgrades 
to include carnival rides such as the carousel 
and Ferris wheel. The park also housed food 
outlets and theatres which screened both 
English and Chinese films. From then on, the 
park bustled with visitors especially during 
the major festivals, with a record number of 
50,000 visitors in one night. 

Following the arrival of television and the rise 
of pasar malams (night markets), the number 
of visitors to the park declined and the park 
was eventually closed on 31 March 1964. In 
1979, Shaw Organisation sold the park to 
Robert Kuok, founder of the Kuok Group, 
who redeveloped the park into a shopping 
complex now known as the Great World City 
Shopping Centre.

In addition to the shopping mall, Great World City also has a office 
tower block.
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At the tender age of 8, Mdm Ng was mesmerised by Chinese operas when troupes put on 
performances. She decided to join one and became an opera actress herself. She still prefers 
playing male characters over female characters. 

Which Teochew opera troupe did you 
belong to? 
Sin Yong Wah Heng. But before that, I was in 
Lao Sai Thor Guan. 

Which roles did you play?
I usually play the role of xiao sheng (young 
male character). After I was 30 years old, I 
started to learn the role of lao sheng (old male 
character). I prefer playing male characters 
over female roles. 

What’s different about playing xiao sheng 
and lao sheng? 
For lao sheng, I have to sing louder and in 
a stronger voice. Xiao sheng usually have  
gentler voices.
 
How old were you when you joined an opera 
troupe?
I joined a troupe when I was only 8 years old.

Why did you choose to perform opera?
I liked to watch Chinese operas when I was 
young. It was one of my favourite pastimes. 
When opera troupes came to perform, I would 
go and watch them. One day, I just decided to 
ask whether I could join them and they said 
okay. 

I usually play the role 
of xiao sheng (young 
male character). After 
I was 30 years old, I 
started to learn the 

role of lao sheng (old 
male character).”

“
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You were so young then. Did your parents 
approve of your decision?
They didn’t know about my plans. I went with 
the troupe secretly! I think they didn’t realise 
that I had gone on performance tours with 
the troupe around Singapore and Malaysia. 
In those days, families were big and there 
were no communication devices, so parents 
wouldn’t realise until later. 

Oh, you were not in Singapore at that time?
No, I was living in Penang with my parents 
and siblings.

 
Did you tell your parents about it later on?
I lost contact with them. But I told other 
people to help me pass on messages to my 
parents, telling them that I had gone to work 
in an opera troupe and not to look for me. 

How did you learn to act? Did the troupe 
teach you?
I did not get to perform right away. I spent 
some time learning and if the teacher thought 
you were capable of performing, then you 
would get a role. 
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Later in my career when I was about 30 years 
old or so, I would learn by observing the opera 
troupes from China who came to perform here. 
That was also when I started playing lao sheng. 

Was it tough to learn to act and sing?
Yes. You must be hard-working and interested 
to learn. You must not be distracted. You only 
get to play a character if you show that you 
can do it. If not, you can only be a helper and 
carry things around for the troupe. Sometimes 
we would get hit for making mistakes. So we 
needed to be diligent. 

When did you receive your first role?
When I was about 10 years old. 

Did someone put the make-up on for 
you?
No, we put the make-up on ourselves. It can 
take up to an hour, but most of the time, less 
than that. 

What about the costumes? Were they bought 
or made?
They were bought from China or Hong Kong. 
The boss would get hold of the costumes that 
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we need in our performances. We did not 
need to worry about that. 

How much were you paid?
We did not receive a regular salary in the 
early days. We relied on the boss for food and 
shelter while touring so at best, he would give 
us some reimbursements. But towards the 
end of my career, before I retired, I was paid 
about $600.

When were your busiest periods?
We worked 365 days a year. We did not rest. 
There were more people who watched Chinese 
operas in the past and we were constantly 
touring. We used to be very busy. 
 
How much did the audience have to pay to 
watch a performance?
The audience did not have to pay. We usually 
performed for special occasions like the 
deities’ birthdays when organisers invited us 
to put on a show.

How are Chinese operas now different from 
those in the past?
There are not as many opera troupes now as 
compared to the past. There are also fewer 

people who watch Chinese operas now, maybe 
only the elderly. After this generation, I don’t 
think anyone will watch anymore. 

When did you retire?
I worked until I was 81 years old. I had an 
accident and injured my toes. It was then that 
the doctor told me I had diabetes. 

Can you still carry a tune?
These days, my throat has become sore so I 
probably cannot. It’s been so long since I’ve 
sung. 
 

There are not as 
many opera troupes 
now as compared to 
the past. There are 
also fewer people 

who watch Chinese 
operas now, maybe 

only the elderly.”

“
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CHINESE OpERAS

Chinese street operas came to Singapore in 
the late 19th century as part of the religious 
rituals organised by Chinese immigrants. 
Initially, Chinese operas were performed 
for the enjoyment of deities to celebrate 
their birthdays and other festivals. As the 
performances were paid for by the temples, 
associations, or businessmen, the audience 
was able to watch the shows for free. As such, 
Chinese operas became so popular that the 
authorities found the large crowds a challenge 
to manage.

The three main types of operas were the 
fujianxi (Hokkien opera), chaoju (Teochew 

opera), and yueju (Cantonese opera), with 
each having its own unique characteristics. 
Fujianxi is known for its folk tales accompanied 
by a sad melody; chaoju for its tender singing 
style and acrobatic stunts; and yueju for its 
easily relatable delivery of real life. Actresses 
playing male characters (sheng) are common 
in Chinese operas.

While Chinese operas are facing a shrinking 
audience, they still play a significant part in 
Chinese heritage and culture. Thanks to the 
efforts of the government and associations 
in preserving the art and cultural heritage, 
Chinese operas are still performed today.
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In Chinese operas, it was common to have actresses portray male characters (sheng).

Chinese opera in Singapore (left). A member of the Sin Hong Choo Travelling Hokkien 
Opera Company (right) putting on her opera makeup, It normally takes between 1.5 to 
2 hours before each performance.



92

RASIp BIN SAJAK

84 yEARS OLD

SAILOR



RASIP BIN SAJAK, SAILOR      93  

Mr Rasip was a seasoned sailor who has sailed to almost every continent in the world. In his 
career, he has encountered pirates, huge monsoon waves in the Atlantic Ocean, and dolphins 
who would follow his ship as it sailed away. 

Where were you born? 
I was born in Segamat, Johor, Malaysia.

Did you experience the Japanese invasion 
into Malaya?
Yes, I was about 7 years old then. A bomb hit 
us. We all survived but it was a very rough 
time. We did not have rice because of the poor 
land conditions so we ate tapioca and sweet 
potatoes. We planted them ourselves. We also 
grew vegetables and reared chickens. 

Did you come face to face with the Japanese 
soldiers?
Sometimes. We lived deep inside the village 
so there was not much patrolling in our area.

Did the Japanese harm you or the villagers?
No. Only once, they pointed a gun at me and 
ordered me to climb a tree to pick coconuts for 
them. But they didn’t harm me. The women 

and little girls in the village fled deep into the 
jungle to hide because they were scared. 

When did you come to Singapore?
I was 15 years old when I came to Singapore 
in 1950 on my own. I did not enjoy studying 
so I wanted to find something else to do. I had 
about $30 when I arrived in Singapore and I 
had nowhere to stay. So I slept anywhere and 
everywhere. I started finding a job when I was 
about to finish spending my money. 
 
Did you find a place to live after you found 
a job?
Yes, after I found a job, I rented a small attap 
house with my friends at Sambau Street, near 
Anson Road, for $10 per month.

What were the living conditions like?
It was very different. Our electricity came 
from individual generators. The water was 
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It was very different. Our 
electricity came from individual 
generators. The water was from 

the public tap outside of our 
house. The residents in the 

neighbourhood shared toilets.”

“

from the public tap outside of our house. 
The residents in the neighbourhood shared 
toilets. Say there are 10 houses or rooms, 
there would be two toilets. These toilets were 
behind our houses and normally, there will 
be a queue in the morning. There was also 
no flushing system so the disposal was done 
manually. 

What jobs did you find?
Back then I thought, where there’s work, I will 
go for it. I didn’t choose or think too much. 

I first started working as a server in a 
restaurant. When I was in my mid-20s, I 
worked at the Singapore Harbour Board. 

I signed a 4-year contract. Its name was 
changed to PSA in 1960s. I became a sailor in 
1968 when I was 33.

Why did you choose to become a sailor?
I had many friends who were sailors. They 
saw that I was doing odd jobs without a fixed 
income so they asked me to join them. 

Where did you go on your first sailing trip?
My first trip was to Makassar, Sulawesi, 
Indonesia, in 1969 on the MV Rosarina.
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What other locations did you sail to?
I went to many places. I went to Sulawesi, 
Aceh, and Irian Jaya in Indonesia. I also went 
to other Asian countries such as Hong Kong, 
South Korea, Japan, and China. Farther away, 
I have gone to Australia, Belgium, Germany, 
Canada, America, Ghana, Tonga, and South 
Africa.

What duties and routines did you have on 
board? 
I was a deckhand. So I did the cleaning, 
sweeping, and other tasks. 

I had a regular routine. I would wake up at 
6 a.m. and have breakfast. Coffee break is at 
10 a.m. and lunch is at 12 p.m. There would be 
another coffee break at 3 p.m. and dinner would 
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be at 6 p.m. When we had longer stopovers, we 
would disembark and walk around. 

For a small ship, two people would share a 
room. In bigger ships, each person could have 
one room. 

How much did you make back then?
It was about $120 per month. The farther the 
trip, the higher the pay.

What nationalities were the workers on 
board?
Most of them were Singaporeans. But the 
captains could be from Germany, India, 
England, or other countries.

Did you have any incidents on board?
Yes! Once, I accidentally fell into the sea at 
the pier in Singapore, together with all my 
belongings. 

Another time in New Orleans, I fell into the 
ocean from the fourth floor of the deck. I 
was cleaning and singing and then suddenly, 
I slipped and fell into the ocean. They all 
thought I was dead.

Oh dear! Were you injured?
I was hospitalised for 12 days. Luckily, I didn’t 
break my bones. I just prayed in bed to get 
better.

Have you met pirates?
I only encountered Nigerian pirates once. 
They stole from the containers. They were 
much fiercer, bigger, and they had weapons so 
we could not go down to stop them. But when 
our Captain sounded the alarm, they fled. 

What’s the toughest part about being a sailor?
The work was not that hard, but the waves 
and winds were the hardest to deal with. 
During the monsoon seasons, everyone wore 
life jackets and sat in the bridge, where the 
steering wheel is. All the doors and windows 
were shut tight. The Atlantic Ocean was the 
most dangerous. 

Did you see many kinds of fishes in the 
ocean?
Yes, many kinds! Octopuses, sharks, dolphins, 
whales, and others. Sometimes we could even 
spot 20 to 30 whales around the Sulawesi area. 
Sometimes the dolphins would follow our 
ship as we sailed away.
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 The work was not that hard, 
but the waves and winds were the 

hardest to deal with. During the 
monsoon seasons, everyone wore life 
jackets and sat in the bridge, where 

the steering wheel is.”

“
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SINGApORE HARBOUR BOARD

The Singapore Harbour Board was constituted 
on 1 July 1913 and this allowed the government 
to take control of the harbour at Tanjong 
Pagar. Its main priority was to develop the 
port of Singapore. Over time, port facilities 
were enhanced including the construction 

A postcard of 
the Singapore 
Harbour Board. 

of King’s Dock, which was, at its opening, 
the largest dry dock in Asia. The number 
of employees under the Board expanded to 
about 11,000. It even had its own fire brigade 
and dedicated police force.
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In 1964, the Port of Singapore Authority 
(PSA) replaced the Singapore Harbour Board. 
In 1996, the Maritime and Port Authority of 
Singapore (MPA) took over PSA’s regulatory 
functions while the PSA became a corporation 
now known as PSA Corporation Limited. 
In addition to being the authority for port 
regulations and the national representative 
for maritime affairs, the MPA endeavours to 
establish Singapore as a global hub for port 
facilities and an international gateway for 
all maritime activities, as well as protect and 
promote the country’s maritime interests.

PSA Singapore Terminals operates the four container terminals at 
Tanjong Pagar, Keppel, Brani, and Pasir Panjang.

The MPA is a statutory board that took over the regulatory 
functions from the PSA and ensures that regulations at all of 
Singapore’s terminals are adhered to.

Today, Singapore is one of the busiest ports in the world. The 
above is just a fraction of the number of containers waiting to be 
shipped each day.
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Mr Sahat joined the Ministry of Education (MOE) as a teacher in its early years and taught at 
both primary and secondary schools. He has been teaching for 45 years and has seen some of 
his students become grandfathers. He believes in the need to maintain the Mother Tongue in 
the family so that the next generation can remain connected to their cultural roots.

How long have you been working in the 
education sector? 
I think about 45 years. I started teaching in 
1962. I was about 24 years old then.

Which schools did you teach at?
I started teaching in primary schools. I 
taught for 2 years in Telok Kurau West 
School and 3 years in Bukit Batok East 
Primary School. Then I taught in Serangoon 
Secondary School. After my retirement, I 
did relief teaching and I still teach the Malay 
language occasionally now.

What subjects did you teach?
I only taught the Malay language in primary 
schools. Then I taught Malay and physical 
education (PE) in the secondary school. In the 
past, there was a programme called Religious 
Knowledge and I taught that too. 

What did this programme consist of?
There were Bible Studies, Buddhist Studies, 
Islamic Religious Knowledge, and so on. The 
programme was withdrawn later on. 

How did you become a teacher?
At that time, I was looking for work. 
The opportunity came when I saw a job 
advertisement for teachers in the newspaper. 
They really needed teachers back then. I went 
for an interview at the Ministry of Education 
(MOE) and I was selected.
 
What were the educational requirements to 
become a teacher?
In the past, you only needed to attain a standard 
similar to GCE O-Levels. It was called Senior 
Cambridge, which is the exam you took at 
the end of your secondary school education. 
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After I took the Senior Cambridge exam, I 
also took the Higher School Certificate, which 
is something like the GCE A-Levels. 

I’m sure you had to undergo training to 
become a teacher. What was it like?
We had our training at the Teachers’ Training 
College or TTC for short. It was also known 
as Teachers’ Torturing Chamber. (laughs) I 
trained for three years on a part-time basis. 
The first year was tough, but by the second 
year, I had grown accustomed to it. 

In the morning, we would teach at our 
schools. The trainers from TTC would sit at 
the back of the class to observe and supervise 
our teaching. They would look at things like 
how we presented the lesson and interacted 
with the students. In the afternoon, we would 
go for lessons at TTC.

What was your starting salary?
I earned $100 plus at the start, but it was 
considered a lot then. 

How is the education system now different 
from the past?
A lot has changed. Now, students are separated 

into different streams. In the past, there was 
no streaming. In the classroom, they are free 
to compete with each other because they 
have no labels. Just like in the business world 
now, having competition is good! You have to 
compete so that you can make progress and 
be better.

How are the students now different from 
those in the past?
Students now have access to more information, 
such as the library and internet. In the past, we 
didn’t have so much information, so teachers 
were considered more knowledgeable than 
students. But now, students know a lot more, 
so the teachers speak less in class.

A lot has changed. 
Now, students are 

separated into 
different streams. In 

the past, there was no 
streaming.”

“
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But this is also good because we want to 
encourage students to speak up more often. 
We have to teach them to be inquisitive and 
ask more questions. If the students are just 
listening to the teachers passively, the lesson 
will be very boring.

What is your teaching style?
Teaching style is about how you approach 
students. I am friendly with my students. I’m 
not that strict. We try to be like them, join 
them, play with them, and teach them at the 

same time. This way, you can learn about their 
interests and they will listen to you. Although 
I’m firm, I do not try to be the boss in the 
classroom and give orders all the time.

What are some good memories you have of 
your students?
I still keep in touch with some of my students 
and some of them came back to visit me. 
Now they will come with their families; 
some also bring their daughters and sons. 
But I have had too many students and I 
cannot remember all of them, even though 
they remember me. They will tell me stories 
then I start to remember. I have taught for so 
many years, you know. Some of my students 
are grandfathers already.

Do you have students who became teachers 
themselves?
Yes! Some of them become cikgu themselves 
— teaching Malay, English, and other subjects. 

The younger generation are not as fluent 
with their Mother Tongue these days. How 
do you feel about it? 
A lot of Malays now speak English at home. 
This has become a problem. These days, 
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people value the modern culture and one day, 
they will forget their ethnic cultures since 
they don’t miss their Mother Tongue. 

In another 20 years, parents will not be 
speaking to their children in Mother Tongue at 
all. We struggle to tell parents to be bilingual. 
Either the parent or grandparent should speak 
Mother Tongue to the child, then there will be 
an improvement. 

Do you find it difficult to teach Mother 
Tongue?
It is actually not difficult. I’ve been teaching basic 
Malay to non-Malays too. I’m still teaching now, 

I still keep in touch with 
some of my students and 
some of them came back 
to visit me. Now they will 
come with their families; 

some also bring their 
daughters and sons.” 

“

you know. I teach at the Bedok Community 
Centre every month. And now that there is 
Google Translate, there is no problem.
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THE BEGINNINGS OF MINISTRy OF EDUCATION (MOE)

The Ministry of Education or MOE was 
established on 7 April 1955 to replace the 
Department of Education. Its early days were 
marked by many challenges, such as being 
assigned the task of reforming the education 
system in Singapore and dealing with issues of 
unrest among Chinese students that eventually 
led to their involvement in the May 1955 Hock 
Lee Bus Riots*. 

A significant reform was the implementation 
of a common Malayan syllabus for all schools. 
Bilingual education was also introduced to 
promote social cohesion among students of 
difference races. In order to accommodate the 
growing number of students, double-session 
schooling was introduced where classes 

Since its formation in the 1950s, MOE has grown and moved into 
their headquarters at Buona Vista in September 2000.

* see page 138
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were taught in two sessions — morning and 
afternoon. Vocational education institutions 
such as the Joint Advisory Council for 
Apprenticeship Training and Singapore 
Polytechnic were also set up in the late 1950s to 
provide an alternative to academic education. 
By 1959, MOE reported a total enrolment of 
272,254 primary and 48,723 secondary school 
students, and a body of 10,590 registered 
teachers.

Then Prime Minister Lee Kuan yew touring Singapore Polytechnic and Trades School.

Established in 1954, Singapore Polytechnic has since seen 
200,000 graduates pass through its doors.
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Mr Sea started working as a shipyard worker in the 1970s. He gave ships a new coat of paint 
when they needed one and sailed to many Asian countries during his 3 decades working in 
shipyards. He looks back at his time with bittersweet nostalgia. 

What did you work as? 
I worked in shipyards. I mainly painted ships 
but also did some repair work.

Which was the first shipyard you worked at?
I cannot remember the name already. I only 
remember a ship exploded at the shipyard and 
72 people died. Later I worked in a number 
of different shipyards. There was Keppel 
shipyard and many more.
 
Were you involved in the accident?
No. We did not manage to win the bid to paint 
that ship.

When did you start working at the shipyard?
I started working there in the 1970s when I was 
in my 20s. It started as an odd job. After 3 years, 
we started taking up projects and it became 
a more stable job. We would be responsible 
for painting the ships. Back then, we charged 

according to the number of metres to be 
painted and quality of paint used. For the ones 
using low quality paint, it would cost about $1 
per metre. If you wanted higher quality paint, it 
would cost more than $2 per metre.
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How do the paints differ in quality?
Some paints were very toxic. There were those 
that cost a few thousand dollars per bucket 
and those that cost a few hundred dollars. 
Once the ship enters the sea, the paint had 
to be very durable to be able to withstand the 
harsh conditions out at sea.

Apart from allowing ships to withstand 
harsh conditions at sea, why is the paint 
important for ships?
Apart from colouring it, painting also helps 

I started working there in the 
1970s when I was in my 20s. 
It started as an odd job. After 

3 years, we started taking 
up projects and it became a 

more stable job. We would be 
responsible for painting the ships.” 

“
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because oysters and rocks stick to the bottom 
and sides of the ship. That would slow down 
the ship due to resistance. The paint has 
chemicals that prevent oysters and rocks 
from sticking to the ship. However, after a 
long period of time, the chemicals wear off 
and they would start sticking again. You have 
to repaint it so that the ship can sail faster 
and more smoothly. 

So you had to clear the oysters and rocks too?
That was the job for people who were in 
charge of washing the ship. They had to 
clear everything until the ship was clean, 
but the paint would already been damaged. 
That is why you had to paint it after that.

How long does it take to paint a ship?
Each ship has at least three layers of paint. 
It may appear to have only a few layers but 
it actually has more. For some ships, we can 
finish painting in less than a day.
 
Wow! How did you finish painting a whole 
ship in less than a day?
If we painted with brushes, we wouldn’t be 
able to finish it in one day. We used spray 
painting instead. The spray was very fast and 

very strong. We had about 32 people spray 
painting one ship so we could finish in a day.

The paint has chemicals that 
prevent oysters and rocks from 
sticking to the ship. However, 

after a long period of time, the 
chemicals wear off and they 
would start sticking again.”

“

Did you have to paint the inside of the ship 
too?
Yes, inside the ship too. There are cabins 
meant to store goods, which are emptied out 
for us to paint. It was hard to breathe when we 
were working inside.

What do you think was the toughest part of 
your job?
The hardest part was that my job was very 
dangerous. I only felt human when I went back 
home. Home was the only safe place for me. 
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Why do you say that?
Technology was not so advanced back then. 
We had to paint the ship using only two ladders 
with wheels. There would be people pushing 
the ladders at the bottom so accidents might 
happen at anytime. There were many deaths 
and injuries. You can die if you fall from the 
ladder. Even if you did not die, you could still 
suffer severe injuries. Sometimes I thought 
the job was not fit for humans.

You mentioned you also did repair works, 
am I right?
They had another department that was in 
charge of repairing ships. I did some work for 

them from time to time. It was very tough. 
Did you know that one screw could weigh a 
few hundred kilograms?

What kind of ships did you repair in the 
past?
There were all kinds of ships from big to small 
ones. I even repaired battle ships. These ships 
would also require repainting. Just like how 
people need new clothes.

How much was your salary then?
When I first started, I was paid $52 a day. It 
doesn’t sound like a lot but it was a lot of money 
then. In 1992, my salary was higher. We were 
paid $220 a day. But there was inflation. Things 
which cost 20 cents became $2.

How many hours did you have to work in a 
day?
We did not have specific working hours 
because it depended on the projects. Typically, 
we worked in shifts until we finished the 
projects. We had a lot of manpower and it did 
not take long to complete our work. There 
would always be people to replace you if you 
were too exhausted to work. 
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Did you get to sail too?
Yes, of course! We went to Phuket, Japan, 
Hong Kong, and other places. 

Did they give you more salary when you 
were out at sea?
Yes. For every journey, they would give us 
over a thousand dollars. It depended on the 
number of days. Sometimes it was two weeks, 
sometimes it was a month.

What was unforgettable about your experience?
When you ask me about what was unforgettable, 
I feel tears welling up in my eyes. Why? When 

I think about my youth, I am reminded about 
how tough life was back then. 
 
When did you retire?
I worked in the shipyard until around 1999. 
We could not do it anymore because many 
shipyards decided to hire foreign workers. 
The bosses did not have to pay them as much 
money. I took up some odd jobs again until I 
officially retired in 2001. 
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ExpLOSION ON GREEK OIL TANKER ST SpyROS

On 12 October 1978, an explosion and fire 
occurred on the Greek oil tanker ST Spyros, 
causing the deaths of 76 people and injuring 69 
others. The tanker was transporting crude oil 
from Miri, Sarawak, to Anacortes, Washington 
DC, United States before arriving in Singapore 
for repair works at the Jurong Shipyard. 

Prior to the repair works, an inspector from the 
Port of Singapore Authority had certified that 
the vessel was “gas-free” and safe for repairs. 
However, when a ship fitter was heating a 
nut at a vent pipe to remove it, the explosion 
occurred in the bunker below him and his 
colleagues. The explosion was so immense that 
large pieces of metal were blown off. It resulted 
in a flash fire which spread through the engine 
and boiler rooms. Among the 167 people who 
were on board at the time of the incident, 76 lost 

Workers on rescue boats spray jets of water onto the smoking 
Greek tanker Spyros when it exploded at Jurong Shipyard on 12 
October 1978. 
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their lives, with the main causes of death being 
severe burns, carbon monoxide poisoning, 
suffocation, drowning, and complications 
from burns. The death toll was aggravated by 
the poor design of the engine room which did 
not allow for a timely escape.

Following the accident, a Committee of 
Inquiry was appointed to investigate the root 
cause of the explosion. After a hearing of 
20 days, the committee concluded that the 
two main causes were the failure of Jurong 
Shipyard’s safety system and the presence of 
explosive vapour on the Spyros due to the 
contamination of fuel oil with crude oil. The 
explosion was caused by the heat from the 
repair work which reacted with the vapour 

Friends rally around and try to offer comfort and support to the 
family members of the disaster victims. 

The Spyros disaster. A nurse tends to a victim of the Spyros tanker explosion at the hospital. 

from the contaminated oil. Jurong Shipyard 
was eventually fined $20,000 while Spyros was 
sold and scrapped.
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Having grown up in China, Mr Tan came to Singapore searching for a better life in 1947. He 
stumbled onto photography as a teen and began an apprenticeship at a photography studio. 
The stint grew into his passion and a 30-year career. 

Where did you work in the past? 
I used to work at a photography studio for 
30 years. When I grew older and my eyesight 
deteriorated, I quit my photography job and 
took up other jobs instead. I worked at a 
nightclub, became a porter, hawker assistant, 
and a factory worker. 

When and where did you start working at 
the photography studio?
I started in my teens. I was an apprentice 
at a photography studio in the old Cathay 
Building for about 5 to 6 years. It was once the 
tallest building in Singapore. 

What is different about photography back 
in the day?
In the past, the whole process needed to be 
done by hand. Taking photos, developing 
photos, and editing photos… all of these were 
handled manually. After taking a photo, you 

would have to wait between a day to a week to 
see the photo. Now, you can just take a photo 
with your phone and view it immediately. 

Photographs also used to be in black and 
white only, but now you can just take a photo 
and you can see the colours already.

With modern cameras, you can take many 
photos with them. We used to have limits in 
the past. For larger photographic films, you 
can take up to 12 photos using one roll. If you 
use a smaller camera model, you can take up 
to 36 photos using a roll of film. 

Do you keep any cameras?
Yes, I still have one but it is useless already. I 
have not been using it for a few years and it 
is already spoilt. You cannot buy the film for 
such an old camera like this anymore.
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It was only when David 
Marshall took over as the 
Chief Minister that there 

was a regulation that every 
employer had to give 

employees a day off every 
week. Then we got to rest.”

“What did you do as an apprentice?
I had to do chores like cleaning and sweeping. 
I also learnt from my boss who taught me 
to shoot, edit, and develop photos. As an 
apprentice, we had to work throughout the 
year without rest.
 
How much were you paid?
I used to earn $20 as an apprentice. Food 
and accommodation were provided but 
the working hours were very long. We 

started working as soon as we woke up, 
around 8 a.m., and could only sleep after 
finishing our work, which was from 11 p.m. 
onwards. It was only when David Marshall 
took over as the Chief Minister that was there 
a regulation that every employer had to give 
employees a day off every week. Then we got 
to rest.

At that point I worked at a photography 
studio in Katong, I was promoted and my 
pay increased from $60 to $700 over time as 
I worked.
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Why did you move to a different photography 
studio?
I used to work at a shop at the old Cathay 
Building which dealt with chemicals. Then 
the shop was taken over by a photo studio, 
so I continued working at the same shop as 
a photographer’s apprentice. After I mastered 
photography, I asked around and found a job 
at another photo studio.

Do you remember the name of the studio 
you worked at?
Yes. Happy Photo Studio at Tanjong Katong.

Was it expensive to produce a photograph?
It was expensive for the customer. This was 
because producing a photo involved a lot of 
manual work and expertise. Many procedures 
were involved in taking, developing, and 
editing photos. After taking a photo, you had 
to develop the photographic film. You have 
to soak them in different chemicals and dry 
them. Sometimes, if there were dirty spots, 
they had to be edited.

How were the photos edited?
Some people had pimples or spots on their 
faces. We had to use a pencil to draw over 
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the spots on the negative films. Because the 
colours of the negative film are inverted, the 
pencil mark will appear white when the photo 
is produced, which covers the spot.

Why do you need a darkroom to develop 
the photos?
Photos are sensitive to light, so once you 
expose it to light, the image will be gone. If 
you want to wash photos in the day, you will 
need a darkroom for it. White light will cause 
the image to disappear and the photo will 
come out black. Hence, we only use red light 
as the photos are not sensitive to red light.

Why do photographers need to go under a 
black cloth to take photos?
When it is dark, we are able to see a clearer image 
in the camera, so we can take better photos.

Have you had any interesting experiences?
We had contact with Cathay Organisation. 
When celebrities, such as Hong Kong stars Xia 
Meng and Lucilla You Min, came to Singapore, 
Cathay would call us to take photos of them. 

In the past, it was a 
common thing for people to 

send their own pictures to their 
loved ones. They would get their 
photos taken in photo studios, 

write messages behind, and give 
them to family and friends.”

“

What was the strangest request you have 
gotten from a customer?
There was a lady who requested for a nude 
photograph of herself. In order to avoid 
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any misunderstandings, I asked my boss’s 
daughter to stay in the studio with me as a 
witness. After that, the lady’s family came to us 
to ask for the film of her nude photo, claiming 
that the lady was not sane. However, the film 
was sent to another company for processing 
and was destroyed in the process.

Nowadays, people go to the photo studio 
to take ID photos, family portraits, 
graduation portraits, and the like. Were 
there any special reasons or occasions back 
then where people would get their photos 
taken?
In the past, it was a common thing for people 
to send their own pictures to their loved ones. 
They would get their photos taken in photo 
studios, write messages behind them, and 
give them to family and friends.

Was it easy to find a job in the past?
It was very tough to find a job. In my 
instance, I am Hokkien. Teochew employers 
would never employ me because there was 
a language barrier between us and we had 
different practices. So I had to find a Hokkien 
employer in order to get a job.
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ROLLEI: THE ROLLS-ROyCE OF CAMERA MAKERS

German-made Rollei cameras were thought 
to be one of the best cameras in the world 
and were highly sought after by photography 
enthusiasts. The Rolleiflex line of high-end 
cameras were medium format twin lens reflex 
(TLR) cameras noted for their superior optics, 
mechanics, bright viewfinders, and exposure 
controls. 

In 1971, the company set up its first factory 
in Singapore, after being persuaded by 
the Economic Development Board (EDB) 
to start a production plant for cameras, 
flash guns, projectors, lenses, and shutters. 
A training centre was later established 
in Kampong Chai Chee for workers in 
precision optics, toolmaking, and precision 
machining.

A Rolleiflex 2.8 F camera. 
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The viability of the company took a turn as it 
faced stiff competition from Japanese camera 
makers and had poor coordination between 
its research and development facilities in 
Germany and its production base in Singapore, 

Proudly made in Singapore — this was embossed onto the cameras 
that were made at the Singapore plant.

The Rollei factory in 
Singapore.

Officials and journalists visiting the factories of Rollei Singapore 
and Rollei Optical in Kallang Basin.

culminating in its bankruptcy in 1981. While 
4,000 workers lost their jobs, those who were 
trained in precision engineering were relieved 
to find that their skills were useful for the up-
and-coming disk drive industry in the 1980s.
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Mdm Wee was a copy typist who worked for Malayan Airways at Kallang Airport, Singapore’s 
very first airport. She and her family lived through the Japanese Occupation when she was barely 
9 years old. She has yet tried her hand at typing on a laptop. 

When did you start working at Kallang 
Airport?
I started working at the airport in 1952. I was 
working for Malayan Airways, which was the 
predecessor of Singapore Airlines. I was 19 
years old then.

What was your salary back then?
My starting pay was $91 per month.

How did you get the job? Was there an 
interview?
I had neighbours who worked at the Cargo 
Department in the airport. They asked me 
to apply to work as a typist. There was no 
interview! Mine was considered the lowest 
level of jobs. I wasn’t even a clerk, so I wasn’t 
interviewed. I just went straight in to work.

They wanted a copy typist to just type out 
documents. I went to typing school, trained 

for 3 to 6 months, then passed the exam. But 
now, there is no need for typists because there 
are no more typewriters. 

They wanted a copy typist 
to just type out documents. 

I went to typing school, 
trained for 3 to 6 months, 

then passed the exam. But 
now, there is no need for 

typists because there are no 
more typewriters.”

“

What did you do as a copy typist? 
They will give me something to type, for 
example, a letter. I followed the contents of 
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the document and copy-typed it on a blank 
sheet. 

Sometimes, the top man handwrites a letter 
and wants the letter to be typed out. I will look 
at his handwriting and copy the letter onto a 
new sheet. After that, the officer will sign. I 
don’t have credentials so I don’t write. 

After that I was transferred to the Cargo 
Department. I became a cargo typist. You had 
to do cargo accepting, type the name, address, 
contents of cargo, number of pieces, weight, 
dimensions, and then you work out the charges. 

I needed to type and fill in the blanks on the 
form. I also typed one copy for the consignee, 
another copy to the sender, one for ourselves, 
and the rest to be sent together with the cargo. 
In total, I type about six to seven copies for 
each document. There were no photocopiers 
in the past.

How many typists were there?
I was the only typist! At Kallang Airport, our 
first airport. My office only had three or four 
other staff. 

In total, I type about six 
to seven copies for each 

document. There were no 
photocopiers in the past.”

“

How long did you work for the airline?
I worked there for 20 years as a copy typist. 
I left when I was 40 years old. I worked at 
other places for some time before going back 
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to work at the airline kitchen as a contract 
worker.

Why did you leave the copy typist job at 40 
years old? 
I felt shameful. After working for 20 years, I 
was still a clerk. I never got promoted, so I left 
at the age of 40.

Once, they posted me to the Lost and Found 
Property section to work. We needed to send 
telegrams back and forth to communicate. I 
understood the work process but I did not 
dare to send telegrams because I was lowly 
educated. They wanted to promote me but I 
refused because I thought I could not do it. 
I got scared.

But Mdm Wee, you speak English very well. 
Why do you say that you had poor education?
I was born at the wrong time. You know why? 
When the Japanese came, I was 8 years old. 
Before that, I had never attended school. We 
were also not allowed to go to school during 
the Japanese Occupation.

After the war I attended school, but I was 
already 11 years old. They could not put me 

with the younger children in kindergarten 
or lower primary. So when I went to class, I 
did not start with the ABCs. Instead I started 
with writing sentences. But I did not have 
a good foundation. I never learnt what is 
past, present, or future tense. That is why my 
writing is bad and I was scared to write. But if 
it is talking, I am okay.
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came, we all went inside the hole to hide. You 
know why we hid there? Because when they 
dropped a bomb, some people were killed 
after being hit by the splinters. That is why we 
all went to hide in the longkang, so that we can 
take cover from the splinters. 

I was very young. I did not know enough to 
feel scared. When my mother said, “Run”, we 
all ran, followed them, and hid in the longkang. 

The Japanese also rounded up all the men. If 
you were 20-something years old, it was very 
dangerous. They let some go but others were 
not so lucky. Our neighbour’s son was caught 
by the Japanese and he never came back. His 
mother cried until she became blind. They 
caught my father too. We were very worried, 
but the lucky thing was he came back. 

During the Japanese Occupation, we needed 
to go to work. They made people work, even 
for things like pulling out grass. They got the 
lorries to come and pick us up in the morning. 
Then at the end of the day, we were given one 
can of rice. We had to work all week, even 
on Saturdays and Sundays. They also did not 
allow us to lock our house doors. If you steal, 

How did you manage in school? At what age 
did you stop studying?
I did not have very good guidance back then. 
I just memorised the sentences by heart. I 
studied until standard three or four at that 
time. Then I came out to work as a copy typist.

Speaking of the Japanese, how was your 
family at that time? Were you scared? 
Could you tell us more about life during the 
Japanese Occupation? 
I remember during the attacks, our friends and 
family dug a hole. When the Japanese planes 
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they will chop your hand off. So at that time, 
you do not need to worry about robbery.

Were there any memorable incidents when 
you worked at the airport?
There was this one time when an aircraft 
crashed at Kallang Airport, I think. It was a 
Qantas aircraft, a small plane. The gear box hit 
the canal during landing. Some people died, I 
remember. 

Do you remember any changes to the airport 
or airline industry over the years?
I can tell you that I have seen airplanes with two 
propellers. People used to call them mosquito 
aircraft. (laughs) After that, they changed to 
four propellers, and then to planes called the 
Comet. Also, I remember our airline was once 
called the Malaysia-Singapore Airlines. They 
operated as one but it was only for a while. 
Then both governments disagreed and they 
wanted to split. After that, Singapore Airlines 
was born. By that time, I was no longer 
working there. 

Mdm Wee, do you still remember how to type?
If I practise, I think I can get it back. It is like 
swimming — if you can swim, even if you 

have not swum for 20 years, you can still swim 
if you practise. That’s what I mean.

But now, you use a new type of computer. I 
don’t know what you call it.

A laptop?
Yes, that’s the one!
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MALAySIA-SINGApORE AIRLINES

The origin of the Singapore International 
Airlines (SIA) dates back to 1937, when 
Malayan Airways Limited (MAL) was formed 
by the British Imperial Airways (later British 
Overseas Airways Corporation, or BOAC), 
Straits Steamship Company, and Ocean 
Steamship Company of Liverpool. MAL made 
its maiden commercial flight in 1947, after 
uncertainty over the viability of its air route 
and the outbreak of World War II delayed its 
growth. 

BOAC was a shareholder in many airlines throughout the British 
Commonwealth, the MAL being one of these.

Following the formation of the Federation 
of Malaya in 1963, Malayan Airways was 

renamed Malaysian Airways. Later in 1966, 
following Singapore’s exit from the Federation 
the year before, the airline became known as 
Malaysia-Singapore Airlines (MSA). Both the 
Singapore and Malaysia governments injected 
fresh capital into the carrier, bringing their 
shares to 42.79 per cent each.

An aerial view of the Kallang Airport just after WWII. After the war, this 
was Singapore’s main airport, from where MAL, MSA, and other flights 
would land and take off.
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In 1972, although MSA was making profits, 
conflicts arose between the two governments 
which resulted in the division of the airline 
into separate national carriers, namely 
Malaysia Airlines and Singapore Airlines as 
we know them today.

Singapore Airlines (SIA) has grown from strength to strength since the spilt from MSA. In 2007, it was the first airline to fly the A380, the world‘s 
largest commercial aircraft at the time.

Malaysian Airways Limited becomes Malaysia-Singapore Airlines 
(MSA) in May 1966. 
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Mr Wee worked as a bookkeeper for 4 decades of his professional career. He remembers many 
notable moments of history in Singapore including the Japanese Occupation, the vibrancy 
of the labour movement, and riots in the 1950s and 1960s. These days, he broods over the 
complexity of his new smartphone. 

When did you start working as a bookkeeper? 
I joined the South British Insurance Company as 
a bookkeeper in 1952 when I was about 20 years 
old. I was with them for 26 years until 1978. The 
company was going through a restructuring and 
I was retrenched in the process. 

Where did you go after leaving the South 
British Insurance Company?
Soon after, I joined NTUC Income and stayed 
there for 15 years. I retired at the age of 60. 
Actually, I could have retired at 55 years old. 
But they kept me on for 5 more years because 
I was in good health. I was evaluated on a 
year-to-year basis.

Who recommended you the jobs?
One of my uncles was working in the Marine 
Department of the South British Insurance 
Company, so he recommended me for the 

job. As for NTUC Income, one of my cousins 
recommended me to work there. It was quite 
easy to get jobs back then through referrals.
 
What did you do as a bookkeeper?
When people paid for their insurance, I had 
to make sure that it was recorded and that the 
amount of money at the end of the day tallied 
in our accounts. If there is money missing, I 
would have to pay out of my own pocket. 

When people paid for their 
insurance, I had to make sure that it 
was recorded and that the amount 

of money at the end of the day 
tallied in our accounts.”

“
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How much were you paid then?
When I just joined my first company, my 
salary was about $100 plus. After I joined 
one of the workers’ union, they fought for 
me to get a raise. Then it gradually increased 
to about $250. Back then that was a big sum 
of money. Even 5 cents could be valuable. 
These days, even if your salary is $1,000, it 
is still not enough. The cost of living is very 
high now. 

When I joined NTUC Income, I started at 
$200. By the time I retired, I received about 
$1,000.

What was the toughest part of your job?
The toughest part was that I could not make 
any errors at all. I was using the typewriter, 
so if I made an error, I would have to redo 
everything. But I think it is not as complicated 
as working life currently.
 
Why do you think so?
You have to know how to use so many 
machines, like the computers, smartphones, 
and all that. Nowadays, children are very 
clever. They know how to use the phones. 
Smartphones are too complicated for me. 

That’s why I say, I’m a stupid man with a 
smartphone. 

Were there a lot of unions in the past?
During the 1950s, there were a number of 
unions and union strikes. Many companies 
had their own unions. All the unions would 
help each other. 

Why did you join a union?
It was good because there were many perks. 
Such as during my retrenchment, because 
I was a union member, I could negotiate for 
gratuity. If not, I would not be able to get 
anything. 

During the 1950s, 
there were a number 

of unions and 
union strikes. Many 

companies had their 
own unions.”

“
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Did you experience the Japanese 
Occupation in Singapore?
Yes. I was about 9 years old. We all had to 
queue up for fish, rice, and other provisions. 
You cannot pick and choose, you know. 
You just take them and go back home. 
When rice was not enough, we had to eat 
tapioca or whatever we could find. Because 
of that, quite a number of people were 
malnourished. 

There was also a lot of fear among the people. 
We were all scared of doing something 
wrong because the punishment would be 
very severe. 

Do you speak Mandarin?
No, I’m Peranakan. Some people called us 
OCBC (orang cina bukan cina), meaning 
a Chinese who cannot speak Mandarin. I 
attended an English school, which did not 
teach Mandarin. 

Did you witness any riots?
Yes, there were riots back then. I remember 
there was this one time, I was helping out at 
a Buddhist temple in Eunos when someone 
passed by and told us to quickly close our 
gates and windows. We found out that a riot 
was going on. It lasted a few hours and we just 
waited until it was quiet enough before we 
returned home. 
 

No, I’m Peranakan. 
Some people called 
us OCBC (orang cina 
bukan cina), meaning 
a Chinese who cannot 

speak Mandarin.”

“
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HOCK LEE BUS RIOTS

One of the most memorable workers’ strikes 
in Singapore involved employees of the Hock 
Lee Bus Amalgamated Bus Company in 1955. 

Since early 1955, left-wing trade unions 
rounded up workers and used confrontational 
methods to demand higher wages and better 
working conditions for employees. Two 
hundred and fifty workers from Hock Lee 
joined the Singapore Bus Workers’ Union 
(SBWU), which was led by trade unionist Fong 
Swee Suan. At the same time, the company’s 
spare drivers joined the newly established 
Hock Lee Bus Employees’ Union. 

Discord between the SBWU members and the 
company grew as a result of a series of disputes. 
These related to the company’s reluctance to 
allow its workers to attend a SBWU meeting, 

alleged breach of terms of agreements it 
had with the SBWU, and refusal to allow 
SBWU members to operate spare buses. The 
management ultimately dismissed all 229 
SBWU members working in the company.

On 25 April 1955, the sacked Hock Lee workers 
gathered outside the bus depot to prevent buses 
from leaving. The demonstration went on for 
days, despite police intervention. The incident 
prompted then Chief Minister David Marshall 
to step in for negotiations, but it fell through. 

On 12 May 1955, the strike erupted into a 
riot. Violent clashes between an estimated 
2,000 rioters and the police resulted in the 
deaths of four people and an injury toll of 31. 
The riot eventually ended two days later when 
an agreement was reached between the Hock 
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Police erect barricades in Chinatown during the Hock Lee bus riots.

Lee Amalgamated Bus Company, the SBWU, 
and the Hock Lee Bus Employees’ Union. 
The parties agreed to dissolve the Hock 
Lee Bus Employees’ Union and to appoint 
an independent arbitrator. In late May, the 
arbitrator ruled in favour of the SBWU, 
resulting in 85 out of 170 workers from the 
dissolved Hock Lee Bus Employees’ Union 
losing their jobs.

Riot police at the Hock Lee bus riots.
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Ms Wong is a seasoned policewoman with 22 years of policing experience under her belt. She 
received her training in Kuala Lumpur prior to Singapore’s independence and was one of the 
first female officers in the Central Narcotics Bureau. She retired as a Senior Staff Sergeant at 
the age of 44.

Back when Singapore was 
still a part of Malaysia, we 
trained in Kuala Lumpur 

for about 6 months. 
Male and female officers 

trained together.”

“

When did you start working as a police 
officer? 
I became a police officer in 1964. I was 22 
years old then. 

Why did you decide to become a police 
officer?
Back then, I thought police officers looked so 
cool. When people saw police officers, you 
would hear them shout, “Mata! Mata!” It was 
also because I didn’t enjoy studying. Someone 
I knew told me that it was a good job and 
asked if I would consider joining the Force. 
After that, I sent in my application along with 
my friends. 

What was your training like? 
Back when Singapore was still a part of 
Malaysia, we trained in Kuala Lumpur for 
about 6 months. Male and female officers 

trained together. We would undergo physical 
training in the morning and then go for classes 
such as criminal law and so on. 

During the weapon handling training, we also 
learnt how to fire a gun. It wasn’t easy. There 
were also automatic weapons such as rifles, 
which were even more difficult to operate.
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Did you need to undergo a selection process? 
What was it like?
Yes, there was an interview. They asked me 
why I wanted to become a police officer. Back 
then, only a handful of girls wanted to become 
one. They also asked me about my hobbies 
and interests.

During your time, did you wear shorts as 
part of the police uniform?
No, not shorts. Shorts were for males. I wore 
a khaki brown skirt. A few years later, our 

uniform changed to blue. Policemen wore 
trousers but policewomen still wore skirts. 

What did you do as a police officer?
I was a uniformed officer in the main station 
at Orchard Road and I worked as a radio and 
telephone operator where I mainly responded 
to enquiries. I also escorted female criminals. 

In 1971, I was one of the first policewomen 
to work in the Central Narcotics Bureau 
(CNB). At CNB, I also handled enquiries and 
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escorted female offenders. Other than that, 
we conducted raids at locations suspected of 
drug trafficking and prostitution. 

Were you not afraid of arresting criminals?
I didn’t think much about it then. It was very 
interesting but I did pity those drug addicts 
a lot. They looked so lost and confused. One 
time, we went to an opium den and oh gosh, 
the place that they were living in was in such 
a bad state. It was small, dirty, and reeked of 
opium. 

What were the tough moments for you as a 
police officer?
Night shift was pretty tough. Usually, we 

would have a one-hour break unless things 
happened and we had to jump into action. 
Other than that, we only got toilet breaks.

When I was still a junior policewoman, the 
Inspector ordered me to escort a body to the 
mortuary. I went into the mortuary to meet 
the Inspector-in-charge. I was shocked when 
I went in and saw the dead bodies on the table! 
The stench was so bad that I was reluctant to 
go in at first. But after handling a number of 
cases, I got used to it and it was not really 
scary anymore. 

Were there any practices or equipment used 
back then that are not seen today?
When we were carrying out our patrolling 
duties, there were metal boxes around the 
patrol areas which contained a duty log for us 
to sign our names. This proved that we had 
patrolled the area at that time. Nowadays, you 
cannot find these boxes anymore.

Based on your experience, what do you 
think are the most important traits that a 
police officer should have?
You must have guts and be brave. But do not 
boast about your authority.
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Have you fired a gun before?
I did it only as part of my training because we 
did not need to carry a gun on duty back then. 
Now you need to. We only carried the baton 
but we seldom use that as well.

You said you were involved in the July 1964 
racial riots? What did you do?
I was the operator on standby. It was a long 

night. I had just returned home from my 
shift and they came to find me at my house 
in the middle of the night when I was already 
off duty. They needed me to go back again to 
handle some matters.

What was your rank when you retired?
I joined as a Woman Police Constable and 
retired as a Senior Staff Sergeant. Last time, 
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When we were carrying 
out patrolling duties, 

there were metal boxes 
around the patrol areas 
which contained a duty 

log for us to sign our 
names. This proved that 

we had patrolled the area 
at that time.”

“

we had to study in our personal time and pass 
an English exam in order to get promoted. It 
was very tough for me to use English instead 
of Chinese because I was from a Chinese-
stream school. I was happy with what I was 
doing so I decided not to study English. 

Why did you decide to leave the force?
I retired in 1986 when I was 44 years old. 
Actually, we could still sign on for another 
10 years but I didn’t want to. Using English 
at work was tough for me. My pension is 
sufficient to meet my daily needs so I decided 
to retire. 
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WOMEN IN pOLICING

The pioneer batch of women in the Singapore 
Police Force was enrolled in 1949 and served 
in the Special Constabulary (Active Unit). 
After the Second World War, there was an 
urgency to recruit female officers to assist in 
the screening of female and juvenile suspects 
due to the rise of prostitution and juvenile 
crimes. Female officers’ duties then broadened 
to include clerical work, radio or telephone 

Female officers undergoing marching drills, circa 1950. 

operating, and occasionally as plain-clothes 
decoys. By the 1960s, female officers received 
training that was on par with the training for 
male officers. They began taking on more field 
and investigative roles in the 1980s and even led 
the running of Neighbourhood Police Posts.

The year 2019 marks the 70th year of women 
in policing. Having helmed Land Divisions  
and HQ departments, female officers have 
proven their capabilities in spite of the 
challenges and resistance in the early years. 
The nation is grateful to all those who had 
paved the way for aspiring female officers and 
their commitment in keeping Singapore safe 
and secure.



DID yOU KNOW?      147  

Female officers have proven their capabilities in policing and it is no longer an uncommon sight for females to work alongside their 
male counterparts. 
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WONG TUCK FOO

87 yEARS OLD

CARPENTER
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Mr Wong became an apprentice at a carpentry shop when he was 15 years old. In the course of 
his 57-year career, his catalogue of woodwork included tables, cabinets, sculptures, and even a 
wooden piano frame.

I made all kinds of furniture, 
from the tables and cabinets in 
hotels and kitchens to wooden 

sculptures.”

“What was your occupation? 
I was a carpenter and I made furniture. 

When did you learn furniture making?
I became an apprentice when I was 15 years 
old. I graduated from the apprenticeship 
when I was 18. 

How much did you make as a carpenter?
As an apprentice, I only earned $5 a month. I 
slept in the factory and meals were provided 
by my boss. After 3 years, I had mastered my 
skills and started working independently, 
earning about $6 to $8 a day. As I worked for 
many more years, my pay gradually increased 
from $8 to $30 a day.

What kind of furniture did you make?
I made all kinds of furniture, from the tables 
and cabinets in hotels and kitchens to wooden 
sculptures.

Were you born in Singapore?
Yes, but my parents came from Shanghai. My 
parents brought me to Shanghai to visit my 
grandparents when I was a baby and we came 
back to Singapore in 1936 when I was about 
4 years old. I have never gone back since. I 
have nine sisters born in Shanghai but I am 
the only one born in Singapore.

What did your parents do in Singapore?
My father bought two buildings that had 
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three floors each. He worked as a tailor on the 
lower floor. Behind his work area was a bed 
where he would smoke opium together with 
a few others. In the end, due to my father’s 
addiction to opium, my mother, who did not 
have a job, had to sell the buildings in order to 
support the family. 

health and livelihood, the government 
decided to ban the use of opium.

How much did opium cost?
A few cents.

Why did you not follow your dad in 
becoming a tailor?
In the past, many Shanghainese became 
tailors. Because my dad had already passed 
on by the time I was old enough to learn the 
trade, I had to find my own way to pick up a 
skill and make a living out of it.

What were some projects you were involved in?
My company had around 20 workers including 
myself. We made furniture for business owners 
as well as for HDB flats owners in Redhill.

How is the furniture we have now different 
from those in the past?
Old furniture was made out of wood and 
screws that were very durable and could 
last for 30 years or more. However, modern 
furniture utilises more plastic and is not as 
resistant to damage. I would say the wood 
quality of custom-made furniture back then 
was better.

As more people developed 
an addiction to opium, 

which affected their 
health and livelihood, the 

government decided to ban 
the use of opium.”

“

Tell me more about the opium situation 
back then.
At first, the opium business was booming 
and the British were making a lot of money 
from it, so there were no laws to restrict 
opium smoking. As more people developed 
an addiction to opium, which affected their 
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Did you make any home furniture for 
yourself?
Yes, I did, but I do not own them anymore. 
I used to go to the factory owned by my 
previous boss to purchase some wooden 
planks. Then I would make the furniture by 
myself.

What is an interesting piece of woodwork 
you have made?
I once made a piano! I made the wooden 
frame of the piano but the addition of the 
musical parts was done by someone else. 
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* see page 34

Was there anything interesting that 
Singapore had in the past but not in the 
present?
Singapore also had trolley buses* back then, 
those that had carriages. This was before buses 
became more common. 

In the past, 1 cent could buy me four meals. 
When I got 1 cent from my mother, I would 
exchange it for two half-cent coins. The two 
half-cent coins could then be exchanged for 
four suku coins (quarter cent). You cannot 
find these coins anymore. Even people born 
in the 1970s have never seen them. 

What was your experience in Singapore 
during the Japanese Occupation?
I was 13 years old at that time. Some of us 
had to perform some labour for the Japanese. 
When the Japanese drove their trucks over, 
we jumped onto the trucks and were brought 
to work. We had to pick up trash and dispose 
of them behind a building. We were not 
given any allowances, just a bit of rice and 
sometimes some cloth. At what age did you retire?

I worked until the age of 72. I moved into this 
house at that age too, and I was still able to set up 
the lights and other stuff in the house by myself. 
 

When I got 1 cent from my 
mother, I would exchange it for 

two half-cent coins. The two 
half-cent coins could then be 
exchanged for four suku coins 
(quarter cent). you cannot find 

these coins anymore.”

“
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HISTORy OF SINGApORE CURRENCy DURING 
THE BRITISH COLONIAL pERIOD

During various periods in Singapore’s 
history, a range of currencies have been used. 
Singapore, along with Malacca and Penang, 
became part of the Straits Settlement in 1826, 
which came under the control of the East India 
Company. During this period, the Mexican 
dollar and Indian rupee were transacted 
in Singapore. Following the transfer of 
governance of the Straits Settlements from 
India to the British Colonial Office in 1867, 
the Indian rupee lost its legal tender status 
while the Mexican, Hong Kong, Spanish, 
Peruvian, and Bolivian silver dollars, as well as 
the Japanese yen and American trade dollars 
were recognised as legal tender currencies. 

Straits Settlement coins from the reign of Queen Victoria (top) and 
King Edward VII (bottom).
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Straits currency — one cent coin from 1920 (front and back). 

The obverse (top) and reverse (bottom) of a Straits Settlements 1 
Straits dollar banknote from 1935.

The Board of Commissioners of Currency for 
the Straits Settlements was established in 1897 
and given the sole right to issue currency notes. 
In 1903, the Straits dollar was introduced and 
the other silver dollars were demonetised. The 
Straits dollar continued to be in circulation 
until 1939, when the new Malayan currency 
was issued after the Straits Settlements 
currency board united the currencies of 
Malaya and the Straits Settlements. After 
Singapore gained independence, the first 
Singapore dollar coins and notes were issued 
in 1967. 
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KEEp THE CONVERSATION GOING

We would like to invite you to pass the book on to the next reader so that the message of starting 
befriending conversations with seniors will be spread along. To see how far this book will go, 
please fill in your name as well as the date you passed it along in the check-out table below.

Help us keep the conversation going!

Name Date Book
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