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Zeng Shengti was a unique man. Born in 1901 in Guangdong Province,
he migrated to Singapore in 1922 but visited India three years later to study in
Tagore International University for a year. While there he met Mahatma
Gandhi and became his only Chinese student. Gandhi named him “Shanti”,
which means peace. He was very close to his master at his home at Sabarmati
Ashram and was allowed to have meals with his family. Shengti fasted for
10 days in September 1926. When he returned to Singapore that year, he
founded various Chinese newspapers and literary supplements with his
brothers Yuyang and Huading. He worked for a while as editor of Nanyang
Siang Pao’s literary supplementary pages and as translator for its international
news section. He had published 20 poems, 9 essays, 11 novellas, 7 translated
essays and a play. Shengti had six younger brothers and six sisters, He had
three sons and two daughters.

In 1932 Shengti visited Gandhi again to stay with him for about two
months. In 1943 when he heard about Gandhi’s 6th fasting session, he
spent 10 days writing a book titled In Mr Ghandi’s Company. In the 160-
page book he records his life with his master. Most of all he recalls the
various stages of his fasting experience, ranging from pain, numbness to
full energy. The book was first published by a Shanghainese publisher and
subsequently reprinted by Youth Book Company in Singapore in 1959. The
book had been hailed as the best book in 1943 for its literary values. The
man and the book had been a hot topic among Chinese researchers in the
1950s and 60s. In it he describes the beauty of the moon on his arrival at
the Ashram at night on his second visit. In the last chapter on parting, he
describes the solemn mass prayer session by the river on a moonless night.

In 1980s, the Zeng family regained their connections with the Indians.
Shengti’s great grand-daughter Jwala Gutta was born to an Indian father
and Chinese mother. Jwala trained in badminton since the age of four and
became a world-class badminton player at mixed and women’s doubles.
She won in 316 matches and was one of top ten Indian sports persons.
She has also won numerous medals for India. She was given the Arjuna
Award for badminton in 2011. Besides being a top badminton player, she is
noted for being outspoken on social issues. She has openly condemned
violence, especially violence against women and students. She considers
herself the most patriotic sports person as she had been representing India
since young. She has recently founded a sports academy in Hyderabad to
train sports persons. She says she has always wanted to do something and
believes she has leadership quality. She thinks everyone is unique and aims
to bring out the individuality in each and every student and eventually take
them onto the sports scene. She was engaged to Indian actor Vishnu Vishal
in September.
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“Public Lecture Series: Orang
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Jurong consists of Jurong East, Jurong West and Jurong Industrial Estate.
In the “Map of the Island of Singapore and its Dependencies 1911” produced by
the Great Britain War Office, Jurong only occupied a small segment roughly the
size of today’s Jurong East and Bukit Batok. However, to old Jurongers, Jurong
was a big piece of land stretching along Jurong Road, from Upper Bukit Timah
all the way to the west end of Singapore.

Jurong’s etymology may be derived from the Malay word Jerung (shark) or
Jurang (gorge). In the middle of the 19th century, Government surveyor John
Turnbull Thomson went inland along the Jurong River, describing two branches
at the upstream with Jurong in the east and Peng Kang in the west. Today,
Jurong River and Jurong Lake form the boundary of Jurong East (Jurong) and
Jurong West (Peng Kang).

In 1960, the Singapore government acquired land to construct Jurong new
town. The project was spearheaded by Goh Keng Swee, Hon Sui Sen and
Dr Albert Winsemius to convert the swampy mangrove forest into Singapore’s
first industrial district. The Jurong project was completed with standalone factories
and heavy industry sectors in shipbuilding, steel milling, cement and textile
manufacturing.

Taman Jurong is a residential precinct in Jurong West. It is one of the oldest
HDB estates in Singapore which were originally built to encourage workers
to stay near their workplaces. With today’s more than 90,000 HDB units and
330,000 residents staying in Jurong, it would be hard to imagine that those
Taman Jurong flats were largely unwanted by the masses in the initial years.

With just factories and scarce facilities in Jurong in the early 1960s,
workers were hesitant to relocate their families to these flats. Goh Keng Swee
coined the idea of a gantry system charging $50 a month for buses and lorries
ferrying workers to Jurong. Eventually this idea was aborted as companies
offered housing allowances for workers to reside in Jurong, and the government
also expedited the building of public amenities and leisure parks. The 1970s
brought about the unique attractions synonymous with Jurong today-the Jurong
Hill, Jurong Bird Park, Science Centre, Chinese and Japanese Gardens.

The indigenous people who stayed at this part of the island were the
nomadic Orang Laut. For centuries, the Malay and Orang Laut sea captains
were given authority as the naval forces of local Sultans to patrol the waters and
impose taxes on commercial vessels. The British free trade policy clashed with
the livelihood of Malay chiefs. The British often deemed such disputes as piracy
although these patrollers were not the actual pirates.

In the early colonial era, some new settlers ventured into unknown
regions including Jurong. Many of them were Hokkien and Teochew gambier
and pepper plantation owners and workers. Gambier’s legacy was apparent at
Peng Kang probably derived from the Malay word “pengeringan”, which means
boiling and drying of gambier leaves.

Tanjong Balai was once a remote jungle near the mouth of Jurong River
which was only accessible by sea. Just prior to the Japanese invasion during
WWS2, the British set up the 101 Special Training School (101 STS) at this hidden
place. The school brought together civilians and military personnel from diverse
backgrounds, including local Chinese, Malays, Indians, Eurasians and allied
forces. Upon graduation, they would conceal themselves in territories occupied
by the Japanese military and conduct guerrilla warfare and propaganda
missions. Some 101 STS Chinese trainees joined Dalforce which also partook
and fought in the Jurong battles. Others formed Force 136, which would carry
out a series of daring intelligence and sabotage operations in Malaya.

Tanjong Balai soon immerged itself into the ambitious Jurong New Town
project and developed into Jurong Port and Jurong Fishery port. The fishery
port supplies 80% of Singapore’s daily seafood consumption.
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The Story of Bukit Merah:
A Singapore Tale on Local and International Stage

“Singapura Dilanggar Todak” (“Singapore Attacked by Swordfish”) is an episode
in The Malay Annals a literary work originally titled “Sulalatus Salatin”(Genealogy of
Kings). The text has undergone many changes, with the oldest known version dated
May 1612, through the rewriting effort commissioned by the then regent of Johor, Yang
di-Pertuan Di Hilir Raja Abdullah. The dramatic title implies that the story is suitable for
theatrical presentation.

Folktales relate to historical incidents of the past and in this case, the swordfish
that traumatised the coastal villagers of Singapura. The story brings the place to life as
it gives identity both to the place and to the people who tell the legend. The telling and
re-telling of the story, with variations, help the people to define and culturally construct the
symbolic meaning of the place thus contributing to a sense of cultural belonging. From the
different productions created by choreographers, dramatists and puppeteers in the past, we
could appreciate how the different artistes select the incidents in the tale and place different
emphasis on the plots they structured. Each re-telling of the story reveals the different
considerations of the respective creators. Selected for discussion here are four examples
of local and foreign productions.

The first example is the Chinese opera version in Qingiang and Huangmei genres
created by the Chinese Opera Institute in 2005. The former premiered in New Delhi at the
International Children Performing Arts Festival in 2005 by students of Xinmin Secondary
School and the latter was performed in Toyama at the International Children Performing Arts
Festival in 2008 by pupils of Chongfu School. The Chinese opera script adds a character
called Awang who serves as the Sultan’s chief of staff at the Palace. He is jealous of the
boy who outshone him as his idea of fighting the swordfish failed while the boy’s suggestion
worked. Fearing that the boy’s fame would threaten his position Awang informed the Sultan
that the boy is a traitor who had colluded with the King of Siam to attack the Kingdom, and
the boy was executed for a crime he did not commit. The contrast of good and evil is apparent
for the young audience to appreciate the moral of the story.

The second example is the English puppet show “Red Rain, Red Hill” created by
Frankie Malachi, the foremost puppet maker and puppeteer in Singapore. He was among
the 12 foreign productions at the 1st International Puppet Theatre Festival in Hanoi, Vietnam
in 2008. “Red Rain, Red Hill” is adapted from “Folktales from the Orient -The Redhill: A
Singapore Folktale” by Chia Hearn Chek. Ambassador Tupuk Sutrisno, one of the adjudicators
who knows the original story well was very pleased that this version spares children
audiences with the killing scene. The show ends with the appearance of an old woman with
long white hair when the soldiers approach the hut where the boy they are after is supposed
hiding. Suddenly red rain pours, and the soldiers are scared and flee. “Frankie’s exceptional
skills are impressive, and the ending gives the story a colourful romantic imagination.”, said
Ambassador Tupuk. Frankie won an award as Outstanding Artist.

“Bendahara-A Betrayal”, the Malay dance drama created by Sri Warisan in 2012 is
another innovative interpretation. It focuses on a new central character Aman, the adopted
brother of Nadim, created by the Creative Director Marina Yubhi Binte Md. Yusoff. Aman
had been looked after by Nadim’s parent from young. He was promoted by the Sultan to
a Bendahara after he defeated the invaders. Then came the swordfish attack that leads to
many casualties. The problem was solved by Nadim’s clever proposal of using banana trunks
to trap them successfully. Memanda Menteri, a high official trusted by the Sultan sees Nadim
as a threat to his position. He obtained the Sultan’s instruction to order Nadim be thrown
into the sea. After some initial hesitation, Aman carried out the instruction on a ship. To his
astonishment, he himself was pushed by Memanda Menteri into the sea and drowned. This
production raises questions about courage, principles and justice when one faces brutal
power. The dance drama was one of the Sri Warisan’s biggest success with 76 artistes from
Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore.

Another example is “Tale of Bukit Merah” adapted by the Vietnam National Tuong
Company to commemorate the 45th Anniversary of diplomatic relations between Singapore
and Vietnam in 2018.

Vietnamese playwright Nguyen Sy Chuc adds several Chinese and Indian villagers
thus giving the story a new multicultural dimension. It also gives the opportunities to
showcase Chinese, Malay and Indian dance. The presentation includes Malay Pantun, a
Malay poetic form as the Chinese opera script. This feature was much appreciated by the
Indonesian audience when the show was presented at the International Festival in 2019 in
Ujungpandang, Makassar, South Sulawesi, Indonesia.

These examples show the sustained interest in re-interpreting and staging of tales
from Singapore by local and foreign arts groups in the region and continues to give infuse
new meanings to an old story.
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