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Across cultures

When you are a guest of God
Indian customs that are useful to know.

The profile

Pursuing passion, 

discovering potential
Venture capitalist Li Xiaobo 

reflects on life lessons gleaned 

from the worlds of business, 

philanthropy and marathon running.

Special report

Searching for the kampung spirit
New immigrants reflect on whether Singapore’s culture of 

close-knit communities where everyone looks out for one 

another is still alive and well.

Food talk

When the chef knows best
Omakase dining is most associated 

with top-end sushi restaurants, 

where customers let the chef decide 

on what to serve. In Singapore, this 

style is no longer just restricted to 

Japanese cuisine. Here’s a look at 

some omakase options.
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  458 Macpherson Rd

  39 Hong Kong St
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Translation: Hong Xinyi

Venture capitalist Li Xiaobo reflects on life lessons gleaned from 
the worlds of business, philanthropy and marathon running.

Pursuing passion, 
discovering potential

Born in China’s Shenyang to a middle-

class family, Li Xiaobo left a stable job in the 

1990s to become an entrepreneur in Hainan. 

“Nothing was predictable during that period. 

You had to rely on boldness and speed,” he 

remembers. “At roadside eateries, you would 

often hear people talking about multi-million-

dollar projects. It was a very fantastic time.”

He witnessed many overnight success 

stories back then, and spent several years 

building up his own fortune before starting to 

establish his investment portfolio abroad. That 

included setting up FengHe Fund Management 

in Singapore. He relocated here in 2013.

It was around the same time that he 

started running marathons. His track record as 

a venture capitalist had snagged him a spot on 

the Forbes China Rich List, but the sedentary 

lifestyle of his profession led to weight gain and 

severe gastroenteritis. Li resolved to change his 

habits, and set himself the goal of completing 

a 42km marathon. He did so in 2014.

“The first one was very tough,” he says. 

“I was sore for weeks afterwards. But I also 

discovered my potential.” Since then, he 

has completed many more. In 2017, he even 

completed seven in seven days.

One impetus for this feat was the passing of 

his beloved mother a year earlier. To strengthen 

his resolve, he carried a photo of her during his 

races. He did so again in 2019 while running 

in Taiwan, and the organiser even issued a 

certificate of completion for his mother.

Running has given Li many insights 

into life. “The difference between those who 

are runners and those who are not is not 

immediately obvious. But five years later, the 

difference running makes on your body and 

mind is much more discernible. A decade later, 

this could mean the difference between one 

kind of life and another.”

Li is now a Singapore citizen 

along with his wife, and the couple’s 

two sons study in an American 

international school here. The 

Chinese-majority market made 

Singapore the right location for his 

business, and he also appreciates the 

professional and diligent approach 

to governance here, especially in 

such a turbulent world.

However, with more Chinese 

enterprises establishing themselves 

here, he also hopes that this can 

stimulate Singapore’s entrepreneurial 

culture. “Starting a business requires 

speed and a bit of craziness,” he believes. “Competition is fierce. If you 

are a little slower, ideas and resources will be snatched away. It’s not easy 

for a small fish to eat a big fish, but there are definitely opportunities 

for a fast-moving fish to eat a big fish.”

In this, he draws inspiration from marathoners, many of whom 

have had to overcome challenges such as health issues to complete 

races. “Everyone has potential. When we force ourselves to do things, we 

challenge our limitations, and that inspires passion and a fighting spirit.”

Li thus encourages young Singaporeans to challenge themselves. 

“Aim higher, to stimulate your passion and potential. Life without 

passion is like dancing without music. We must constantly explore and 

broaden our horizons. If you don’t challenge your limitations when 

you are young, it is easy to lose your balance and not know what to 

do when things change.”

A philanthropist whose journey in this area began with the Lions 

Club in China, he also founded the Li Foundation to give back to society, 

through initiatives such as providing children from lower-income families 

with training in sports. The foundation received the Corporate Giving 

Inspiration Award in 2022.

As more Chinese entrepreneurs establish a global presence, he 

hopes to see them move beyond social circles that solely comprise their 

countrymen, and instead work with local organisations to contribute 

to local communities. This will also help them better integrate into 

these communities.
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Translation: Hong Xinyi 

Searching for the kampung spirit
New immigrants reflect on whether Singapore’s culture of close-knit 
communities where everyone looks out for one another is still alive and well.

XU LEI (originally from Ningxia, 

Employment Pass)

Architect Xu Lei is an active 

member of community and charity 

groups here, and these associa-

tions are where he has found a 

sense of connection. However, he 

doesn’t believe that charity work under-

taken by such organisations counts as examples of the 

kampung spirit, which should be driven by members of 

the community themselves. 

He shares that he doesn’t know anyone in his 

community, which is a public housing estate. Individual 

blocks in such estates don’t have common facilities (like 

gyms and pools) where residents gather, so Community 

Clubs (CCs) tend to serve as neighbourhood hubs. Xu 

suggests that CCs can decentralise their activities, and 

hold events at different blocks, so that their residents 

can get to know one another better.

DANIEL XU (originally from 

Shenyang, new citizen)

Project manager Daniel Xu 

believes that it’s hard to sustain 

the kampung spirit in a fast-paced 

urban lifestyle, where long working hours leave little time 

for other pursuits. The widespread use of technology 

doesn’t help wither. “Nowadays, everyone stares at 

their phones all the time, and talking to people face 

to face takes more effort.” Still, he sees Singapore as a 

fundamentally warm and trusting society. For instance, 

the practice of using tissue paper packets, or even bags 

and keys, to reserve seats at hawker centres shows a 

high level of mutual trust. 

JASON CHIU (originally from 

Guangzhou and Hong Kong, 

new citizen) 

Jason Chiu first came to 

Singapore as a student, and now 

works in data processing. To him, 

the kampung spirit is still alive, but 

more so among the elderly, and the young, who tend 

to be more helpful. Middle-aged Singaporeans are 

still courteous, but are more focused on their many 

responsibilities and are often warier of strangers. He also 

observes that older residential estates have a stronger 

kampung spirit than newer ones. “Perhaps this is because 

the residents have stayed in these estates for a longer 

time, and are naturally closer to their neighbours.” 

,

he 

ut 

Kampung is the Malay word for village, and the 

kampung spirit in Singapore derives from the sense 

of community found in such rural communities here 

in the 1950s and 60s. Kampung residents celebrated 

happy occasions together, and helped one another 

out during tough times. 

Several of the new immigrants featured in this 

article pointed out the similarities between the 

kampung spirit and the culture of the farming villages 

and urban clusters in their own hometowns. 

In Singapore, this close-knit way of life started 

to change when villages gave way to public housing 

estates from 1964. With rapid urbanisation, people 

are now more likely to keep to themselves in their 

neighbourhoods. But calls to revive the kampung 

spirit have never ceased. We ask some new immigrants 

about their views on how to keep this sense of 

community alive. 

D
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CRUISE FU (originally from 

Kaohsiung, new citizen)

Pilot Cruise Fu has lived 

in Singapore for 23 years, and 

finds Singaporeans friendly, but 

reserved. They rarely take the initia-

tive to speak to strangers, but he finds that once the ice 

is broken, it is easy to connect. To foster the kampung 

spirit, he suggests that Residents’ Committees (RCs) can 

organise activities such as small communal meals. “New 

immigrants can make some dishes from their culture, and 

locals can introduce their own cuisine. This can cultivate 

the kampung spirit and also allow new immigrants and 

locals to get to know one another better.” 

JONNI ZHANG (originally from 

Chongqing, new citizen) 

Having started interning in  

Singapore at the age of 21, Jonni 

Zhang does not believe that Sin-

gapore is a society that is indifferent 

to helping those in need. Nevertheless, 

modern life tends to involve keeping some distance from 

one another. She believes that neighbours should try 

to minimise conflict and maintain a baseline of respect 

in their interactions. “The government encourages the 

kampung spirit because it helps to create a harmonious 

environment. With more new immigrants coming to 

Singapore, such harmony is definitely helpful. It can 

also give new immigrants a greater sense of belonging.” 

TAN SHU WEN (originally from 

Johor, Permanent Resident)

Tan Shu Wen is an administra-

tive assistant manager in a univer-

sity, and has personal experience 

of the kampung era. The emphasis 

on technical academic subjects these 

days, as opposed to traditional values, may be one factor 

for the decline of the kampung spirit, she feels. She is 

also an active volunteer, but does not believe that vol-

unteering is always a reflection of the kampung spirit. 

However, clan associations and religious organisations 

do still attract many sincere volunteers, and this could be 

attributed to their strong values. The inculcation of such 

values through education is important for the kampung 

spirit to live on, she believes.  

RYU MARCO (originally from Tokyo, EntrePass)

Salon owner Ryu Marco saw a lull in his business 

during the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, and started to 

volunteer. This allowed him to get to know more locals 

better. “Compared to Japan, which is more culturally 

homogeneous, Singaporeans are more considerate, per-

haps due to growing up in a multi-cultural environment. 

He is also a member of a football group, whose 

participants come from different parts of the world. Even 

though they all get along, they tend to form teams with 

members who share the same nationality. That reflects 

the tendency of humans to cluster with those from the 

same background during critical moments, and thus 

also illustrates a potential stress point in 

society. “Cultivating the kampung 

spirit can help residents of different 

backgrounds bond during daily 

life. Such sentiments will grow 

over time, and help residents to 

overcome cultural barriers,” he 

believes. 

GHAZI ABU TAHER (originally from Dhaka,  

new citizen)

Ghazi Abu Taher became a Singapore citizen in 

2015, and is a key member of his neighbourhood’s RC 

and Malay Activity Executive Committee. He believes 

that community clubs and RCs are perfect hubs for 

the modern kampung, where people from diverse 

backgrounds get can to know one another through 

various activities. 

During his early days in Singapore, when he didn’t 

know many people, he met an elderly lady during an 

evening walk in a park, and she later brought him to 

the RC and encouraged him to take part in community 

events. “I was very lucky to meet her,” he says. “She 

could have ignored me, but instead she unconditionally 

helped a complete stranger.” For him, 

the kampung spirit must come from 

the heart. “When you feel good 

intentions from another person, 

you will naturally express similar 

intentions towards others. This is 

what allows the spirit of helping 

one another to spread.” 
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Indian customs that are useful to know.

When you are a guest of God

Sukanya Pushkarna

In India, there are many cultural customs that 

reflect the respect people have for elders 

and dignitaries. From how to say hello to 

your greeting posture, sitting posture and 

even the way you show hospitality, they are 

all unique.

Namaste: This is a meeting etiquette with 

folded hands. No matter who you meet, you 

must bow your head and look down, and put 

your hands together in front of your chest. 

This tradition stems from the Indian spiritual 

belief that the soul is immutable and that all 

souls are one. So when you do this, it means 

“my soul bows to your soul”. Indians still keep 

this tradition.

Bowing and touching someone’s feet: 

When one meets older people, one typically 

bows respectfully to touch their feet. Indians 

regard those older as people with more 

experience and wisdom. Therefore, the 

younger generation do this to the elders, 

symbolically taking the dust from the feet 

of those who have travelled longer on the 

journey of life. In return, the older generation 

will gently touch the younger generation’s 

head to give their blessing. This ritual varies 

in different parts of India. In the north, it 

is common for younger people to bow 

and touch the feet of all older people, 

even if they are not related. However, 

for women, only those married will 

touch the feet of their elders. In the 

south, a man typically prostrates 

to his parents or elderly relatives, 

with his hands extended 

towards the elder and his 

feet stretched back.

The author is a former president of the Indian Women’s Association 

Where do you put your feet? In many parts of the country, when 

sitting or lying down, people do not point their feet towards their 

elders as a sign of respect.

Not calling names: There is a superstition that if you call a person 

by his name too many times, his lifespan will be shortened. This 

seems to be why Indians almost never say the names of their elders. 

In many communities, the wife does not call the husband’s name, 

and almost all children have a nickname, so that the real name is not 

“overused”. In some regions, the bride is given a new name when she 

comes to her husband’s house, possibly based on the same belief.

Table manners: The traditional role of Indian women is in the kitchen, 

where they serve the family before eating. There are several theories. 

One is that Indians generally do not use their left hand when eating, 

and they have to use the fingers of the same hand to eat as serving 

the dishes, which is very inconvenient. Another reason could be 

that the dining space may not have been big enough for the whole 

family to dine together, so the women would eat later. Many no 

longer practice this.

Salt, pepper, pickles: In some parts, it is customary to serve food 

on banana leaves or plates. One would serve salt, pepper, pickles 

or a slice of lemon and something sweet first before the main dish. 

These condiments and spices symbolise the various flavours of life.

Atithi Devo Bhava means “the guest is God” and this belief 

signifies the hospitality of the Indian host. “Atithi” or guests who 

come to your home, sometimes unexpectedly, are welcome 

to stay as long as they want. The host must take care of their 

needs and provide the best possible accommodation. 

When a guest visits, it is regarded as a happy occasion. 

Especially during festivals like Deepavali, Atithi Devo 

Bhava is needed more. Nowadays, most people 

will call before coming, but in the past, sending 

or receiving information was very difficult, so 

one had to be prepared at any time.
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Translation: Hong Xinyi

Omakase dining is most associated with top-end sushi restaurants, where customers let 
the chef decide on what to serve. In Singapore, this style is no longer just restricted to 
Japanese cuisine. Here’s a look at some omakase options.

When the chef knows best

ONE PRAWN & CO 

In the daytime, this eatery serves prawn 

noodles. At night, it becomes a seafood 

bar and grill, where a set meal costs 

$128++ (an additional $30 gets you 

an unlimited flow of sake). Limited to 

Tuesdays to Sundays, 6pm to 11pm, 

reservations required. Chef Gwyneth Ang’s 

creative combinations include Hyogo 

oysters with mignonette granita, and 

Scottish king scallop with XO chilli jam.  

 458 Macpherson Rd

WILLOW 

Chef Nicholas Tam leads a young team 

here, and he likes using high-quality 

Japanese ingredients in simple ways 

to bring out their original flavours. This 

spring, the menu features Hokkaido 

scallops with artichokes and succulent 

sakuradai fish. Lunch is $158++, dinner is 

$228++, and alcohol pairings are $118++.

 39 Hong Kong St

LA D’ORO 

Chef-owner Yohhei Sasaki has over 20 

years of experience from restaurants here 

and abroad. Besides the delicious bread 

offerings, this restaurant has Raspadura 

cheese shaved using a classic technique. 

The spring menu features sakura masa 

fish and Amori apple mille foglie. Lunch is 

$158++, dinner is $258++, and the menu 

changes with the season.

 333A Orchard Rd, Mandarin Gallery #01-16/17

SONDER 

Helming this restaurant is chef Joe Leong, 

the son of famous local chef Sam Leong and 

his Thai wife Forest. The dinner omakase 

menu serves four for $88++, six for $138++, 

and eight for $188++. Dishes are inspired 

by the chef’s favourites. For instance, the 

chicken roulade and risotto is influenced 

by chicken rice, while a popsicle riffs on 

the Thai red ruby dessert.

 217 Henderson Rd #01-03

HANAZEN 

Chef Yusuke Takada is the man behind 

acclaimed Osaka restaurant La Cime. This 

is his first restaurant abroad, and features 

charcoal-grilled Japanese dishes with a 

French presentation. A 16-course dinner is 

$240. Look out for surprises like Singa-Dog, 

which uses edible bamboo charcoal and 

buah keluak (an ingredient often found 

in Peranakan cuisine), as well as pandan 

panna cotta.

 30 Victoria St, #01-21/22 Chijmes
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