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The Singapore Chinese Cultural Contribution Award
recognises individuals and organisations from various
sectors who have made outstanding contributions to
the promotion, enrichment, and development
of Singapore Chinese culture. Award
recipients will receive a trophy,

cash prize and project

funding.

XMEERSERE
Award Categories & Eligibility

AR & 32

Individual Award Organisation Award
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« Living Singapore citizens or « Singapore registered
Permanent Residents non-commercial

+ No restrictions on age, organisations
gender or ethnicity
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Cultural Categories
RMAWALZR. ERIB . RITIURRIHRHA T RE K
R’E.

The Award is open to nominations from the fields of Arts,
Heritage, Popular Culture, and Creative Design.

B Zi#1E For more details

® www.scccaward.org.sg
¢ 68127221
X sccccaward@singaporeccc.org.sg
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Out of a deep respect of her great-grandfather Wong
Ah Fook, last September Wong Pui Pek together with
32 others of the Wong clan made a happy pilgrimage to
Guangzhou and Taishan in Guangdong province, China.

Descendants of Wong Ah Fook return to ancestral
homegrounds

Wong Ah Fook(1837-1918)was a successful
businessman and building contractor and a founding
member of the Kwong Wai Siew Hospital in Singapore.
Last year, on the 100th anniversary of his death, his
descendants organised a trip back to their ancestral
home village to Guangdong, China. For many of the 33
Wong family members this was their first trip back to their
ancestral home village. The first stop was naturally at Wong
Ah Fook’s own home village in Taishan County, Yanjing
Village, so named as the surrounding hills look like a pair of
spectacles (yanjing). They paid their respects at the Wong’s
clan Ancestral Hall as is the custom.

The Liwan district was an area where the rich
traditionally lived in the early days, and it was their next
stop. Wong Ah Fook had built a big mansion on a four-acre
plot which also contained picturesque gardens, lakes and
study pavilions. The present government of Guangdong
province has gazetted it as a Cantonese Heritage
Monument preserving the Lingnan floral landscape culture.

Wong Pui Hean, cousin of Pui Pek, wrote a book “Wong
Ah Fook — Immigrant, Builder and Entrepreneur” published
in 2010. The book connected the relatives throughout the
world again. Pui Pek revealed that in earlier times the Wong
family met eleven times a year, celebrating occasions such
as birthdays, death anniversaries, Qing Ming, Chong Yang,
birthdays of granduncle and grandfather.

Social pioneer and Johor developer

In 1910 the Kwong Wai Siew Free Hospital was
established at the request of the British colonial government;
Wong Ah Fook and Leong Mun Siew gathered members
from Guangzhou, Zhaoging and Huizhou prefectures and
raised over a hundred thousand dollars for the starup. In
2018 the hospital started operating a $96 million tower
facility, becoming the largest hospice and hospital in
Singapore.

Wong Ah Fook left his home village in 1854 as a
carpenter for Singapore, becoming a rubber plantation
owner and building contractor. His building works include
Johor’s public service buildings and the Sultan’s several
palaces; receiving high honours from the Johor Royal family.

In 1878, he founded the Kwong Siew Clan Association
in Johor Bahru; in 1903 he jointly founded the Kwong Yik
Bank in Singapore; in 1905 together with Yow Ngan Pan,
Look Yan Kit, Ho Lok Yu and 27 others established the
forerunner of Yeung Ching School. In 1910, in order to
enlarge the Kwong Wai Siew Peck San Theng cemetery,
he bought land and donated it to the cemetery.

Pui Pek recalls the stories from her grandfather about
the personal life of his father Wong Ah Fook. He and his wife
was a thrifty couple, simple in their lifestyle. His dedication
to his work won the trust of the Johor Sultan Abu Bakar,
who awarded him contracts in Johor which paved the way
for his later success. He honoured virtues of mutual respect
for others, humility and a respectful demeanour. He died at
the age of 82 years, and Pui Pek says “he owe his longevity
to his simple life style”.

(Translated by Kwan Yue Keng)
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The Roots of Sembawang

Today’s Sembawang New Town has about 70,000 residents living in a
12sg.km space. It is one of the least densely populated housing estates in
Singapore with reserved hilly and forest areas for military training.

In the 19th-century map, Sembawang, Mandai and West Seletar are
joint pieces of “ulu” (remote) lands occupying the northern part of Singapore,
with Mandai Road and the Johor Strait as boundaries. Whereas today,
Sembawang, Mandai, Marsiling and Woodlands geographically form the
Northern Singapore. At the river banks of Sungei Sembawang and Sungei
Mandai, gambier and pepper plantations were cultivated. These river
banks are called “kang” which means harbour. Nam To Kang, Tan Chu
Kang, Lau Chu Kang and Bokokang could be seen from the old map but
they later turned into rubber and pineapples plantations, which are now
the lost scene of Singapore.

In the 20th century, with massive immigrants coming from mainland
China, the piece of ulu land, commonly known as Ulu Sembawang,
evolved into kampongs and became the largest vegetable supply source
for Singapore.

Ulu Sembawang was an area of rural settlements and village schools
that were intermixed with poultry, pig and vegetable farms. Jalan Ulu
Sembawang and Lorong Gambas were the two major roads leading to
all the kampongs within this hilly compound. As Singapore established
its own arm forces, military trainings for national service personnel and
reservists were also conducted there.

The Sembawang Naval Base spreads from today’s Sembawang
Shipyard to the causeway. |t was established in the 1920s as a cornerstone
of British defence policy in the Far East between the two World Wars,
particularly as a deterrent to the increasingly ambitious Japanese Empire.

With the announcement of the pull out of the British forces in 1968,
the dockyard was handed over to the Singapore Government at $1. The
Sembawang Shipyard was established and it ventured into commercial
ship repair. It was a source of sustenance to many who lived in the area
since it started as the repair dockyard of the largest Naval Base east of
the Suez Canal.

Today, the shipyard is one of the premier yards in this region engaging
in ship and oil rig construction and repairs, and serving the foreign naval
ships with their representation offices in the PSA Sembawang Wharf. A
memorial for “The battle for Singapore 1941-1942” is occupying a small
corner to commemorate the loss of two battleships and more than 800
navy personnel during the first sea battle with the Japanese.

Several historic black and white houses stand quietly in the tranquil
environment next to the sea. These bungalows were built during the late
1920s during a flurry to provide housing for the military personnel from the
Naval Base.

The Tzuchi Da Ai Gallery is nestled among lush greenery in a quiet
black and white bungalow along Queen’s Avenue in Sembawang. The
Gallery presents the organisation’s global footprints of Great Love and
models of a humanistic culture, with numerous life-touching stories that
await willing visitors. It is a place worth exploring.
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Review of “A General History of the
Chinese in Singapore”

The definition of History is a study of change
over time that covers all aspects of human soci-
ety. Besides natural events, most of the events
that shaped the world today happened because
of human decisions and interventions. History will
not be known if these events were not recorded or
remembered. Fortunately for us Singaporeans, this
is not the case.

This is the book, helmed by two chief editors,
National University of Singapore historian Kwa
Chong Guan and independent Singapore Chinese
historian Kua Bak Lim, who is an SFCCA council
member, you will want to read if you want to learn
why and how your forefathers made Singapore
their home. You will learn about and understand
the system that they ingeniously place to make a
19th century fishing village forward in every as-
pect, a mail money system, building hospitals and
schools and a proper burial place, all these to form a
humane and modern society. You will feel the
sufferings of the war, the frustrations and the
resilient, effort and determination of our forefathers.
Above all, you will learn how Modern Singapore
became who she is today.

Singapore is a melting pot of different races with
their own unique different cultures and traditions.
But if you were to ask the Chinese youth of Singa-
pore today, who are you? We will get a variety of
answers. But if we delve further and ask, where are
your roots? Not many can give accurate answers.
The truth is even their grandparents have vague
ideas where they actually came from. You will hear
stories past down from generations that their forefa-
thers came on a boat from China or their ancestors
were born in Malacca or Penang. There is a whole
chapter of the Malacca/Straits-born Chinese or the
Peranakans as we know them and it proved to be
a very interesting read for those whose forefathers
came from China.

A General History of the Chinese in Singapore
is not just an ordinary history reference book. This
book had its first publication in Chinese and now
this English version will definitely not deny many
English readers the pleasure of having insightful
knowledge of the rich history of the Chinese in
Singapore. This book extensively covered the early
Chinese in Southeast Asia charting from why they
had made the long perilous journey from China
to the islands in the South China Sea to how the

Singapore Chinese innovatively built an organised
economic and political system to make Singapore
their home while preserving the Chinese culture. |
personally found one of the chapters, “Money by
Mail to China. Qiaopi and Chinese Remittance in
Singapore”, highly informative as how hard-earned
money made in Nanyang was remitted back to
China. Back then, the money was physically mailed
back and handled by parallel traders commut-
ing between China and Singapore. This also led
to the creation of the earliest banking system in
Singapore.

In every History of any kind, there will always
be conflicts. Singapore has seen her fair share of
conflicts, from the establishment of her being a free
port to the dark period when she fell in the hands
of the Japanese. The Chinese in Singapore were
targeted because of their anti-dJapanese activities
before the downfall of Singapore to Japan. The
book covered the rise of the Japanese Empire to
their invasion and occupation of Singapore.

With that, | have only scratched the surface of
this weighty book, yes it weighs a lot but its weight
is worth its gold.

“The journey of a thousand miles begins with
one step.” - Lao Tzu

This saying resonates the entire book, if our
forefathers had not made that single step, Singa-
pore would be completely different. And if commit-
ted Singaporeans like Professor Kwa Chong Guan
and Mr Kua Bak Lim had not made this step to pen
this book, then we will never know, won’t we?
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