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WE NEED THE INVOLVEMENT
OF NEW IMMIGRANTS

In this interview, Professor Eddie Kuo Chen-Yu who is currently
Academic Advisor to Singapore University of Social Sciences, told
Goh Beng Choo his thoughts on the trends in the development of the
Chinese community in Singapore. He noted that in the 1990s, the rate
of immigration increased in large numbers as a result of government
policy. Among the Chinese immigrants Malaysian Chinese were the
majority, followed by Mainland Chinese immigrants.

In the early years immigrants from China hailed from Southern
China. Those who migrated to Singapore after 1990 came from regions
other than the South such as Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Northern China.
From1980s onwards batches of Chinese youths came over to continue
their education and many of them completed university education,
worked, settled down here and became Singapore citizens.

Singaporean Chinese is a diverse group with differences in
language. In the early days the disparity between the Chinese
educated Chinese and their English-educated counterparts was great,
with little communication between the two camps. However, in the
21st century members of these two groups have retired and no longer
occupy a significant position either socially or economically. With
English as the main official and working language and the success
of bilingual education, the gap between the Chinese community has
closed.

The current traditional Chinese community comprises Chinese-
language organisations such as the Chinese-language newspapers,
Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Singapore
Federation of Chinese Clan Associations and clan associations.
There are 300 odd clan associations in Singapore, of which 226 are
members of SFCCA. The “new immigrants” have set up their own
clan associations and nine of them are members of SFCCA. However,
many clan associations face a problem of recruiting young people as
older members age. Prof. Kuo has noticed that new immigrants have
been deeply involved in the local cultural and literary scenes and have
made outstanding contributions. Both Tan Ruirong, chief editor of Yuan
magazine and Ou Yali, editor cum reporter of the same magazine are
new immigrants. From the perspective of Chinese language milieu,
he thinks this is a good phenomenon and that their involvement and
participation are important. In the numerous talks and forums he has
visited or taken part in in the past 20, 30 years, he has observed that in
the early years, the audiences were mainly Chinese-educated people
who would stand up and vent their grouses in strong tone, whereas
the current audiences are new immigrants who would raise questions
and take part in discussion after the talks. They are inclined to express
their personal views about the topics covered. The new immigrants are
an important segment in the Chinese population of Singapore. Their
involvement in various fields looks set to increase. They are significant
in the preservation and development of our Chinese culture in the
long run. What direction would they take and how they and the older
local Chinese can achieve successful communication and fusion are
concerns worthy of our attention.
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TURNING HOMESICKNESS
INTO POETIC PASSION

In the 2017 Migrant Worker Poetry Competition Singapore, domestic
workers took the top three prizes, becoming the highlight of the annual
competition. Indonesian maid Deni Apriyani won first prize with her poem
Further Away while Pilipino maid Naive L. Gascon took the second prize
with and again. The third prize went to another Indonesian maid Fitri Liyah
for her poem Sunday Morning In Paya Lebar. Deni wrote the winning poem
out of loneliness and mundane life, Naive wrote about swimming as it used
to be her hobby when she was working in Hong Kong, which she now
misses. For Fitri, it is her regular Sunday morning visit to Paya Lebar that
inspired her to compose the winning work. On 3rd December 2017 at the
National Gallery Singapore, the award-giving ceremony for the competition
was held with the competitors presenting a short play under the direction of
dramatist Haresh Sharma. Songs From A Distance — an anthology of poetry
by entrants in past competitions was also launched. Zakir Hossain Khokon
who co-directed the play with Haresh said they wanted people to know
migrant workers didn’t just do dirty and dangerous work but were talented
as well. The competition had received 107 poems written in Bengali, Tamil,
Tagalog, Mandarin, Indonesian, Myanmar and English languages. 80%
of the entrants are women. The judges are: Chinese-language poet Zhou
Decheng, English writer Amanda Chong and Haresh Sharma.

The annual competition was first organised in 2014 and past winners
are mostly Indian and Bangladeshi construction and shipyard workers.
Zakir won top prize in two competitions. It is jointly organised by Shivaji
Das, Vishal Daryanomel, Gopika Jadeja, Noreen, Ting Mak Yu, Rolinda
Onates Espanola, Ohim Rohimah, Yolanda Yu, AKM Mohsin and Abhineet
Kaul. There have been various sponsors but the U.S. Embassy Singapore
has been supporting it for three years. Shivaji stressed that the competition
aimed at giving migrant workers a voice.

Migrant poets have been active in local literary scene, taking part
in Singapore Writers Festival. They have been conducting poetry-reading
at various bookshops such as BooksAtually, Booktique and City Book
Room. Besides Songs from A Distance, Our Homes, Our Stories- a
collection of real-life accounts by maids- was also published with funds
from Humanitarian Organisation for Migration Economics (HOME) and
edited by writer Karien Van Ditzhuizen, who has conducted writing
workshops for the maids. SingLit Station has also conducted workshops
to teach Bangladeshi migrants writing skill. Local publisher Ethos Books
has published an anthology of poems by Bangladeshi worker M.D Mukul.
The poems of two maids have been included in an anthology of poems
featuring works by well-known Singaporean poets Ewin Thumboo and Felix
Cheong. Film-makers Upneet Kaur Nagpal has made a short film about
migrant workers titled Poets on Permits. Vishal Daryanomel has made
Between Pudukkottai & Singapore which narrates the life story of Indian
poet N. Rengarajan. Shivaji has organised three migrant worker poetry
competitions in Kuala Lumpur. He hopes to organise such competitions
in other Asian countries.
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Toa Payoh, witnessing
the changing time

According to Plan of Singapore Town by John Turnbull Thomson (1846), Toa
Payoh has a much larger piece of land than its present day. Toa Payoh was mainly
forest and swamp, with a few scattered plots of plantations, covering Bishan,
Caldecott, Novena, Potng Pasir, Bidadari and Bukit Brown.

In early 20th century, Toa Payoh was a squatter district, with a prominent
agricultural heritage in the area. In the 1960s, it managed to catch the 2nd five-year
building program rolled out by HDB and developed into Toa Payoh New Town.

According to Mr Quah, a grass root leader in the 1960s, the resettlement had
never been smooth. There were various kampongs scattered around Toa Payoh while
pigs and chickens were found all around. The pigs and poultry were reared for sale
and for eggs. The poor villagers would only get to eat meat during festive occasions.
The living environment was not pleasant by today’s standard. One would probably
step on all kinds of dung and droppings in the morning. The night soil buckets would
be full of worms and smelly but residents used to all these. The attractiveness of
kampong life style is none more than open spaces and freedom.

Because of that, residents felt extremely uncomfortable when they found out
that the new HDB flats were much smaller and they had to confine themselves within
the four walls. They could not even plant vegetables and rear chicken. They could
not accept such life style changes. The then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew visited
Toa Payoh villages in 1964 and heard all the voices. Eventually the residents struck
a deal with the government and moved on.

Today, Toa Payoh has become a bustling town. Some of those flats built in the
1960s have been replaced with modern high rise accommodation. Before the turn of
the century, Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations moved into Lorong
2. HDB relocated its HQ to the HDB Hub at the Toa Payoh Town Centre in 2002.
These have added significant meanings to this Singapore’s second oldest satellite
town after Queenstown and the first to be built by HDB.

Stella Chia lived in Toa Payoh Lorong 5 before moving to Seng Kang some years
ago. Her fond memories include studying in Pei Dao Secondary School adjacent to the
Shuang Lin Monastery constructed in early 1900s, as well as the iconic Observation
Tower in Toa Payoh Town Park.

Pei Dao was renowned for its prowess in volleyball, winning many championships
at the national level. Because the class size was quite small with only 20 over
students, the teachers and students were closely knitted. The whole school would
march to the nearby Toa Payoh Sport Hall to cheer their school volley ball teams.
Before exam, they would walk in to the monastery to pray for fortune.

Toa Payoh Town Park is best known for its 25m-tall Observation Tower, often
featuring as a wedding photo spot in the 1970s and 1980s. The Observation Tower
was completed in time for the SEAP game in 1973. For Stella, it was where she
bond with her photoholic dad. She still cherishes those days and has developed the
love of photography.

Yeo Ser Hock moved into Toa Payoh Lorong 4 in early 1970s. The town was
infamous for its vice at that time, being home to some of Singapore’s largest gangs.
Because of its more than 200 crimes in less than a year, the media coined it as the
“Chicago of the East” and the “Chicago of Singapore”. Especially for Kim Keat Avenue
behind Shuang Lin Monastery, it was a place where most taxi drivers would avoid
at night. However, Yeo was not disturbed by the localised gang fights and break-in.

Another unforgettable landmark of Toa Payoh is probably the Philips in Lorong
1. The three factories had been producing radio and cassette recorders, televisions,
tuners and DVD players for years. By 5.45pm in the evening, production workers
would form a sea of blue wave, stepping out from the factory gates with smiling faces.
They used their pair of diligent hands to unfold their futures. It was one of the most
beautiful local scenes that never appear again.
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