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The Ong Ewe Hai Family
in Singapore and Sarawak

Ong Ewe Hai (1830-1889) was one of the three donors who jointly
purchased the land for the Hokkien Ong clan in Singapore in 1872.
Originating from the Baijiao Village, Tong'an County in Fujian Province,
he and his three talented sons, Tiang Soon (1855-1934), Tiang Swee
(1864-1950), and Soon Tee (1871-1946), turned the family into one of
the most prominent Chinese families in Malaya. The rise of the Ong Ewe
Hai family was closely related to the modern development of Sarawak.

Ong Ewe Hai's father, Ong Koon Tian, was the first generation in
Singapore. Unfortunately he died when the boy was only seven years
old. Ong Ewe Hai started working at the age of 16 and ventured to El
Dorado in Sarawak with Lim Eng Moh. They set up the Ewe Hai, Moh
& Co. in 1846 to start a small trade business between Singapore and
Sarawak. The sole proprietorship of Ewe Hai & Co. was incorporated
in 1872. Due to his contributions and leadership, Ong Ewe Hai was
appointed by the White Rajahs as the Kapitan Cina of Sarawak. He
raised families in both Singapore and Kuching. His wife in Singapore,
Yeo Swee Kim, was the mother to Tiang Soon and Soon Tee, while Teo
Soo Neo in Kuching was the mother to Tiang Swee. The sons from these
two branches lived up to their father's expectations, and their close
collaboration ensured the family's dominance in the trade between
Singapore and Sarawak for almost a century.

Ong Tiang Soon received Chinese education for seven years before
enrolling in an English school for another four-year study. He joined the
family business at the age of 19. After his father's death, he and his
brothers and in-laws developed the family business extensively. Ong
Soon Tee was the first batch of pupils of the Anglo-Chinese School.
After graduation, he joined Tiang Soon to work for the family business.
Known for his earnest support for social reforms in Singapore, he was
one of the founding members of the Singapore Chinese Girls' School. He
was awarded the title of Justice of Peace in 1915.

Ong Tiang Swee first attended St. Thomas' School in Kuching
and then travelled to Singapore for another two-year studies before
taking charge of the family business in Sarawak in 1882. Five years later,
he became a director of the Sarawak Steamship Co. Ltd. and had been
active in public affairs since then. He was appointed the Kapitan Cina
of Sarawak after his father died in 1889 and was widely known as "The
Grand Old Man" in his later years.

All three sons of Ong Ewe Hai were active in Singapore and
Sarawak. However, they did not consider the Seh Ong Cemetery their
last resting place. Even though Ong Tiang Soon was elected as one of
the first three trustees for the Seh Ong Charity (Kyban Congsee) in
1924 and his son Joo Chin took over his position one year after
his death in 1934, their involvement in the development of the Kyban
Congsee was limited. Issues in the patriarchal leadership led to the Kyban
Congsee's institutional reform in the middle of the twentieth century.
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Ong Boon Kong
A Painter Like Hermit

The deceased painter Ong Boon Kong (1948-2021) was
simple and low-key. He would carry a cloth bag with pen brushes
and ink inside, on his shoulders and walk down Bugis Street, Bras
Basah Complex, "Little Thailand" (Golden Mile Complex), and the
bustling streets of Chinatown every day, looking like a familiar
neighbour, but his sharp eyesight was spectacular and different
from any other ordinary people beside him. He would have no
scruples and concentrated on observing small animals such
as sparrows and squirrels anytime and anywhere without caring
about other things happening around them. People might be
surprised and would ask: “Who is he?”

When people praise an accomplished painter, they may say:
“Look, he paints squirrels, he paints grapes, or he paints goldfish,
and that one paints donkeys...... " However for Ong Boon Kong,
the local people would call him a Tiger painter. Indeed, he was
well-known and praised for painting tigers. With a big brush
in hand, he would draw freely on the rice paper, or with oil
on canvas sometimes, with complete confidence. Between dry
and wet strokes and shades, the King of Animals would appear
instantly.

Singapore is known as the Lion City, but the Black Lion seems
to exist only in legends. Instead, in the real history recorded by
images, tigers often appeared. On September 8, 1831, the English
newspapers Singapore Chronicle published what is believed to be
the first local report of tiger infestation. Rumour has it that in the
1860s, in just one year, there were about 300 people killed by
tigers, and the Lion City was almost a Tiger City then. The National
Gallery Singapore had once exhibited a painting created in 1865,
depicting a scene of George Coleman, the director of public works
in colonial Singapore, accompanied by Indian convict labourers
who were attacked by a Malayan tiger during a jungle expedition
in 1835. Among the local folks, ordinary people have the tradition
of worshipping the Lord Tiger on the third day of the second
lunar month to deceive the villains around them and avoid vicious
comments from them.

It seems that Ong Boon Kong did not attract very much
attention from the mainstream media during his lifetime but he
actually did not care about it. He loves to paint and focuses on
watercolours, oil paintings, and Chinese ink paintings the most. He
was good at drawing various animals. He was also fond of the local
street scenes. Often, he would paint the views of the stalls around
the old Sungei Road, the Singapore River, Chinatown, and the
Samsui women (Samsui Po, the red headscarf), his neighbours, or
other ordinary people, with sincere and deep love for life.
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Teochew Opera in Singapore: Present and Prospects

Teochew opera in Singapore is a musical/theatrical tradition brought in by visiting groups from
almost 200 years ago. The art form has been sustained by their local successors, Teochew speaking
community, amateur groups, and enriched by new immigrants who were professionally trained from China.
As a regional opera form in South-Eastern China that has a long history of over 600 years, Teochew
opera is a sophisticated art form with rich repertoire and exquisite performing convention. Although its
sustainable development is facing challenges in a highly westernised cosmopolitan city, it is nevertheless
attracting a good number of people who treasure its artistry and cultural value. The important task of
heritage and promotion now falls on the Teochew speaking communities, temples, professional groups
and the passionate amateur groups.

Evolved as a genre with distinctive characteristics in the mid-Ming Dynasty, Teochew opera has a
repertoire that can be traced to the classics of the Nan Xi (Southern drama), a regional opera that was
popular during the 1230s and 1460s in Southern China. Teochew opera was brought to Singapore as
part of the religious festivals and performed at temples or open space in mid-19th century. According
to the survey conducted in 1881, 26.1 % of the total 84,484 Chinese immigrants were Teochew. The
first group that came to Singapore was Lao Sai Yong Feng, a big group that had over 100 members,
according to Chen Han Xing, a well-known researcher of Teochew opera in China.

In the 1950s, some of the big groups with such scale and artistry that attracted a large number of
followers still existed. | had followed my grandmother and neighbours to attend performances of those
groups staged at amusement parks, temples, and open spaces called Jiexi (street theatre) and the Chui
Huay Lim Club. However, by the 1970s, due to rapid urbanisation and industrialisation in Singapore,
Teochew opera groups, like other Chinese traditional theatre groups, faced a great challenge of
retaining their popularity. Changes in lifestyles and the banning of dialects on radio and television in
the 1970s meant changes in people’s choices of entertainment. The decline of audiences and the
subsequent disappearance of opera groups have been discussed by local and overseas scholars and
are often reported in the media.

However, since Teochew opera is a legacy of intangible attributes of the Teochew speaking community
inherited from past generations, practised in present, and helps individuals and communities understand
their own cultures, history, and traditions, it has never been completely forgotten by the Teochew
descendants. The art form provides a sense of belonging and demonstrates values of the community
and continuity with the past. Thus, amateur Teochew opera groups have a sense of mission and the
passion to practise and promote the exquisite art form. It is for this reason that the 111-year-old Er Woo
Amateur Musical & Dramatic Association and the 92-year-old Thau Yong Amateur Musical Association
continue to carry the torch of Teochew opera. Many groups affiliated to community centres under the
umbrella of the People’s Association are promoting Teochew opera at the grassroots level too. Among
these groups, the Joo Chiat Community Centre Teochew opera group of 21 years is the most active,
each presenting as many as six public performances at the Peoples’ Theatre, community centres, and
temple. A new group called the Chinese Opera Studio, formed in 2022, actively documents veteran
actors and actresses on video and shares them on its Facebook account.

The most exceptional development of Teochew opera in Singapore is the transformation of an
amateur group called the Nam Hwa Amateur Music and Drama Association. Set up in 1963, it grew
into a professional group that offers vocal, performing, and makeup classes, a variety of workshops on
Teochew, as well as new production and classics for public performances actively. Under the leadership
of President Toh Lim Mok, BBM(L), the Nam Hwa Opera set up a Yeo Khee Lim Teochew Culture Research
Centre and Nam Hwa Teochew Music Ensemble. It now partners the Shanghai Drama Academy and the
Guangdong Chao Ju Yuan to develop syllabus for Chinese opera. They also look at teaching secondment,
enrichment classes for child performers and create new productions. President Toh said, “Looking
ahead, we shall embrace digitalisation in our work to promote heritage and proactively search for capable
talents to execute our succession plans.” In 2023, Nam Hwa Opera’s new initiatives, outreach programmes,
new productions, and the restaging of Teochew opera classics successfully broadened its audience
base. It also partnered Cantonese, Hokkien, and Huangmei opera in “One Opera Singapore” to attract
audiences across genres. Coached by Nam Hwa’s teachers, a well-established quarterly “Nam Hwa
Blazes” has been providing young and old performers opportunities to showcase and improve their
skills. A noticeable new contribution to the scene is the concert series presented by the Nam Hwa
Teochew Music Ensemble in recent years. Eight concerts and online videos of Teochew music were
played by young musicians. They are a source of education and cultural pride that attracts new audiences.
Nam Hwa Opera’s efforts were awarded the Singapore Chinese Cultural Contribution Award (SCCCA)
presented by the Singapore Chinese Cultural Centre in 2023 for its extraordinary contributions to the
promotion, enrichment, and development of the Singapore Teochew opera, music, and culture.

Review of the Teochew opera scene indicates that groups of varied scale are working to the
best of their abilities to revitalise this heritage. It is perhaps time to consider new ways of mutual
support and collaborations for the common goal of making Teochew opera a dynamic component of our
multicultural society.
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The Brickworks Estate
where Brickworks No Longer Exist

The junction of Jalan Bukit Merah and Alexandra Road is where the
Brickworks estate and the adjacent Jalan Rumah Tinggi are situated. In
the early 1970s, the estate underwent redevelopment and 20 HDB flats
were eventually built. The name of the ABC Brickworks Market and Food
Centre serves as a reminder of the estate's past.

The term "ABC" refers to the Archipelago Brewery Company commonly
known as ABC Brewery. "Brickworks" refers to the former Hock San Brick-
works and Hock San Village, which were part of the estate.

The Alexandra Brickworks was the most prominent brickworks factory
in Alexandra. It had branches in Johor, Ipoh, and Butterworth during its
peak. The Mapletree Business City located near the junction of Alexandra
Road and Pasir Panjang Road used to be the site of the factory. After
World War Il, the factory supplied Orchard Road's McDonald House with
its new R&D product-the veneer bricks.

In the 1950s, new regulations required substantial deposits for utility
supplies in new construction projects. Coupled with pay cuts for civil
servants during that time, developers chose a wait-and-see approach,
leading to a slump in the construction industry. Hock San Brickworks was
severely affected and closed down. The Alexandra Brickworks property
was acquired by the Port of Singapore Authority, marking the end of kiln
fires in the Alexandra area in the early 1970s.

Located near HortPark, Alexandra Park was previously known as
Alexandra Barracks. The oldest house in the area was constructed in
1905, although most of the black and white houses were completed in
the 1930s. These houses provided accommodation for the medical teams
working at the British Army Hospital.

Gillman Barracks, which was completed in 1936, was just across
the road from Alexandra Barracks. At that time, the British anticipated
the possibility of war spreading from the Northeast to Southeast Asia.
Consequently, they deployed more soldiers to defend the Singapore
fortress. After the British withdrawal in the early 1970s, Gillman Barracks
came under the control of the Singapore Armed Forces. The barracks
underwent conversion some years later, bringing together international
galleries to create a space for contemporary art.

Alexandra Hospital at the base of Alexandra Park, served as the former
British Military Hospital. On 14 February 1942, following a fierce battle at
Bukit Chandu, the Japanese encountered another ambush near Alexandra
Brickworks. Consequently, they launched an attack on Alexandra and
Gillman Barracks. The ABC Brewery and Hock San Brickworks also fell
into the hands of the Japanese. As some retreating allied troops fired
upon the enemy within the vicinity of Alexandra Hospital, the Japanese
soldiers became infuriated. They stormed the hospital twice, resulting in
tragic deaths of over 200 medical staff and severely wounded British
soldiers. This event remains a haunting memory under the Red Cross.

Post war, the hospital continued to provide treatment to wounded
soldiers who fought against the communists during the Malayan Emergency.
The main building of Alexandra Hospital has been designated as a national
monument and still maintains its appearance from before World War II.

The present-day Alexandra Village Food Centre and its neighbourhood
occupy the original site of Seah Eu Chin's 19th-century gambier plantation.
In the 20th century, the plantation was transformed into Alexandra Village,
which was commonly referred to as "WASR" (shuangkouding) by the
Chinese community. Following the war, the villagers worked in the urban
areas and were inevitably influenced by the diverse culture. The older
residents struggled to adapt to these changes, leading to the emergence
of the "generation gap".

By the time tractors arrived in Alexandra Village, Singapore had already
entered the ABBA era. ABBA's song "l Have a Dream" brought a sense of
optimism to the new generation. Life underwent significant transformation,
just as the brickworks ceased to exist in the Brickworks estate.
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