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Building a nation: Tracing
the route of samsui women in
Singapore

Samsui Women played a significant role in Singapore’s early
development. “Tofu (bean curd) Street” (Upper Chin Chew Street) was well
known to be the main residential area for these women from the Sanshui
district in Guangdong, China. This formidable force worked at construction
sites as labourers for more than half a century since 1920s. They disappeared
from the local scene in 1980s due to old age.

With the growing Samsui workforce, these women expanded their living
quarters in rooms above shophouses from Tofu Street to the adjacent Upper
Nankin Street and Eu Tong Sen Street. A room was further subdivided into
cubicles with at least four women sharing one single room. The rooms in
the middle of the house had no window and ventilation was poor. This plot
of land has subsequently been redeveloped into Hong Lim Complex and
Chinatown Point.

Samsui women were well known for their red cloth headdress, dark
coloured clothes and rubber sandals improvised from unwanted car tyres. The
red headgears are representation of their qualities of resilience, independence
and diligence. These women worked hard and were just as competent as their
male counterparts but drawing much lesser pay. Despite that, they were still
able to remit money home.

Samsui women were thrifty as their main motive for coming to Singapore
was to earn money to feed their families back in rural villages in China. They
saved money through various means such as sharing lodging and mending
damaged clothes themselves. The most luxurious expenditure to them was
hiring letter writers to communicate with their families in China.

Tracing their lives back in Sanshui, typically these women lived from
hardship since young. They were peasants in the fields, dealing with opium-
addicted husbands or match-made to entitled husbands still in their teens. For
those who arrived in Singapore but had yet to hold wedding customs in China,
they would have to pledge loyalty by going through the customary with a cock.

Samsui women left their homeland with “sui haak” (middlemen) and
voyaged to Singapore to seek jobs in the building and construction industry.
The 1930s saw the largest pool of samsui women migrating to Singapore as a
result of the Alien Ordinance imposed by the British. The law restricted Chinese
male immigrants from entering but women were exempted from it. Thus many
Chinese families relied on remittance from female members to feed them from
Singapore. While some of these women remained in Singapore, others had
either moved to Malaysia or returned to their homeland.

It is pertinent to note that not all construction women came from Sanshui.
The term “samsui women” is used to broadly describe the Chinese women
as a whole working at construction sites. For example, the women that came
from Qingyuan were wearing blue cloth headdress while the Hakka were
wearing blue cloth headdress with white dots.

Today, there is still a samsui woman, who might be one of the last, living
alone in a one-room rental flat in Block 5 Banda Street. She gets by with some
savings and support from volunteers.

Even though samsui women are no longer seen at construction sites,
their contributions towards building the nation’s infrastructure should not be
forgotten. Some of the landmarks that samsui women played a part still exist
today, such as the former Supreme Court (National Gallery of Singapore),
Bank of China, Asia Insurance Building (Ascott service apartment), Mandarin
Orchard Hotel, Nanyang University and Tiong Bahru Conservation flats.
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Artist Who Lives A Colourful Life

In our social circle, Madam Vijaya Mohan is probably
the Indian lady who has the highest number of contacts
with the Chinese. It’s because she is imparting her rangoli
skill to them. Sixty-year-old Vijaya has been teaching the
public the folk art of forming pictures with coloured powder
and glitter on the floor, in the past 20 odd years. She has
created more than 10,000 pieces of rangoli with nearly
8,000 people, most of them Chinese.

The rangoli artist stands straight first and then bends
down to spread the powder to make patterns. It is a yoga
posture and is good for blood circulation.

Her students call her rangoli teacher, they have all
been actively involved in creating the art and always
ask her when is the next session. She has performed in
nearly 50 places singly and with hundreds of people young
and old. The venues where she has performed include
Esplanade, Gardens by The Bay, Community Centres
and museums. The most memorable experiences are the
three or four times she taught P.M. “I'm looking forward
to creating rangoli with our President Madam Halimah.”

Vijaya watched her mother draw rangoli when she
was three. She started creating her own patterns when
she was six. In her hometown Trichy, creating rangoli is
an activity performed on religious festivals and important
days such as a wedding, birthday and a baby’s first-month
celebration. It is supposed to brighten up the visitors’ mood
and bring wealth and health to everyone.

Singapore being a multi-cultural society has given
Vijaya rich visual stimulation and prompted her to create
new images. She has named the various collaborations
with her students “Singarangoli” to mark the uniqueness
of their creations.

Vijaya has been bold to use a wide variety of materials
for her art. These include broken bracelet, glass, cotton
stick, marble and even fresh fruit. In 2016 when she
performed with a group of people using 15,000 glass
marbles at the Gardens by the Bay, they were hit by a
sudden gust of rain, and the artwork floated above the
water. Luckily the rain stopped shortly and the rangoli was
completed. Before this in August, Vijaya had created 500
small pieces of rangoli with the help of people from 25
organisations. The 500 pieces were then pieced together
at the Gardens by the Bay.

In 2003, she single-handedly completed a 256-sgm
rangoli at Whampoa C.C. which won her a Guinness
Record of the longest rangoli in the world. She also holds
30 Singapore records for rangoli and has performed in
many countries.

Vijaya has been busy this year. For Chingay 2019, she
and artist Ng Yak Whee and Malay artist Dahim created
a 270 m painting depicting the past, present and future
views of Singapore. Vijaya has many years of teaching
experience. She has a liking for children with special
needs and is patient with them. She is pursuing a PhD in
art therapy at Lasalle College of the Arts.
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Story of My Father-Chuang
Chu Lin

An interview with daughter Chuang Man Na

1939 was a momentous year as the year of Chung Cheng High School’s
founding.

A group of like-minded educators, in solving the problem of cessation
of secondary school education in China amidst the tumult of the Marco Polo
Bridge Incident, banded together to found a secondary school naming it
“Chung Cheng” (Zhong Zheng) in Goodman Road.

The initial funding was demanding, if not for the generosity of Xie LiPu,
Xu KunYao and Xie RongXi amongst others; the latter being the father-in-
law of Chuang Chu Lin and the biggest financial contributor. On the strong
recommendation of one of the founders Tan Yock Soong, Chuang was
accepted by Xie Rong Xi to be the first princip of the new school.

Chuang Chu Lin (1900 — 1973) was born in Hui An County, Fujian
Province, China. He came to Singapore in 1926, first working in Nanyang
Siang Pau as a translator and teaching mathematics and science in Chinese
High School. He left to further his education in Michigan University, earning a
master degree in Political studies and Public Administration in 1930; further
earning a doctorate degree in 1933. Upon his appointment as principal of
Chung Cheng in 1939, he threw all his effort and experience into setting up
Chung Cheng as a model Chinese secondary school.

Fond recollections of Chuang Man Na

This interviewer met Chuang Man Na on an afternoon of Sept’19 in the
garden of the Chung Cheng Yishun School, the branch school. With eyes bright
and speech clear, she answered all her questions promptly and precisely. She
reminisced how her father and mother Xie JinRui brought up four daughters —
eldest Man Wan, second Man Juan (deceased), herself third Man Na, a piano
teacher now retired and fourth Man Ji, an accountant.

Between 1939 and 1957, under his stewardship as principal, Chuang Chu
Lin was determined to set a high academic standard and inculcate a spirit of
strong self-reliance in both students and teaching staff. Man Na recalled that
her father scarcely spend any time with his family when they were young,
devoting all his time and energy in his work for Chung Cheng High School. Only
on rare occasions like a relative’s wedding or party did the family ventured out
together. The little Man Na respected her father’s work and dutifully avoided
making any demands on his time. “If | were to be reborn, | would still like to
be Chuang Chu Lin’s daughter, for who else could also have made such a
great contribution to society”, Man Na proudly declared.

The task of bringing up the four girls fell naturally on the shoulders of
mother Xie JinRui, a pillar of strength to Chuang Chu Lin. Madam Xie came
from a well-to-do family and received an English education. She sent all her
daughters to English schools and Man Na remember that they also studied
Chinese. It was from her mother’s love of music and encouragement that Man
Na came to play the piano and became a piano teacher.

Chuang Chu Lin did express some regret in missing more quality time
spent with his family. In 1971 when he was very ill, he sadly said that he had
spent all his time for education neglecting his family and never fulfilled his
fatherly responsibilities. These frank words from his heart were recorded in
his biography “Doctor Chuang Chu Lin — eminent educator of his time” by
Chiou Sin Min.

Chuang Chu Lin died on 4th January 1973. On 6th January, he was
mourned by the whole school and alumni of over 3000 strong, and solemnly
the school’s flag was raised to half-mast. All donations to the family were
established as the “Chuang Chu Lin Education Fund” in 1974, giving awards
to outstanding students of Chung Cheng High School till this day. Chuang
Man Na was always present annually to grace the occasion of the awards
from the Fund.

(Translated by Kwan Yue Keng)
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