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The profile

Teaching the world to swim

Entrepreneur Tan Jian Yong explains the vision behind Happy Fish Swim School.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Tan Jian Yong started swimming at the age of three, thanks
to his swimming instructor father. In his home state of
Johor, Malaysia, he became a swimming champ as well
as a certified lifequard.

When he turned 17, he came to Singapore to study
electrical engineering at Nanyang Polytechnic. To make
some pocket money, he started working part-time as
a lifeguard, and later switched to teaching swimming
after he earned the required certification. The latter job
was more lucrative, but it was also much more time-
consuming and draining. So, he switched to working as
an intermediary who matched prospective swimming
students with instructors.

During this period, he started learning about online
marketing, and picked up web design. That’s how the
first incarnation of Happy Fish Swim School was born in
2007 —as a website where people could get matched with
suitable swimming instructors based on their location
and availability.

“That’s when | realised that you don’t have to exchange
your time for money. You can create value instead,” he
says. To create more value for more people, he decided to
develop his long-held idea of teaching the world to swim.

He designed a curriculum for teaching children how to
swim and put it into practice at public pools. That's when
he realised that some children were scared of getting into
water. Further research revealed that four months was
the ideal age to be introduced to swimming. He went to
Australia to complete a course on instructing babies and
pre-schoolers in swimming. Upon embarking on teaching
this age group, however, he found that young children
could be put off by the water temperature and chlorine
content of outdoor pools.

That's when he and his co-founder, Ng Chun Kay,
decided to bring Happy Fish into the offline world as
well by building their own swimming school for children,
complete with an indoor heated pool. From permits to
construction and costs, they encountered many challenges
trying to realise this project. But, finally, the school opened
in Bukit Timah in 2015.

Business was slow at first. Then Tan decided to post
a video of his one-year-old daughter swimming. He had
taught her how to swim when she was a baby, and the
video ended up being viewed over a million times, and
attracted many to sign up for classes at Happy Fish.

Things went so well that they began to expand their
operations. However, when the Covid-19 pandemic hitin
2020, Happy Fish had to stop its classes. For 10 months,
the school earned no revenue. He decided to get a loan
to tide the business over, and also bought over a yacht
rental company to cater to those who were unable to
travel overseas during the pandemic and wanted to take
a trip out to sea instead. The revenue from this business
proved to be a big help during this time.

“When you encounter a problem, you must be able
to adapt,” he believes. “Don't just focus on the present
and stay frustrated. You have to accept reality and let go,
in order to get past the problem and see opportunities.”

The pandemic restrictions may be a thing of the
past now, but the number of students is still not back to
pre-pandemic levels. However, Happy Fish remains the
biggest swimming school in Singapore and Malaysia, with
over 6,000 students taught so far via its nine branches
in Singapore, and seven in Malaysia. There are five more
branchesin the pipeline, and plans to enter the Indonesia
market as well.

Tan’s goal is to have 200 schools by 2030. “This is
not about money,” he says. “It is my mission. | can only
retire after | have achieved it.”
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Special report

Reflections on growing roots

New immigrants share their experiences of learning to

embrace their new lives in Singapore.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

CHUNG TING FAI
(New citizen,
from Hong Kong)

Ting Fai moved to Singapore in
1969 when he was just six due

his father’s job. For a long time, he

considered returning to Hong Kong to

work after he graduated from university. But at the time,
just before Hong Kong’s 1997 handover to China, there
was a wave of emigration from that city. Trained in law,
he provided legal advice for many emigrants in matters
related to property and business. He also provided support
then as president of the Kowloon Club, an association in
Singapore that helps Hong Kong immigrants integrate
into local society.

Integrationis a long journey, he says. “First-generation
immigrants usually start to feel rooted here when their
sons start national service, or when their daughters
marry locals.” National service was an important step
in his own integration journey. While serving, he learnt
more local idioms, and started eating spicy local cuisine.
“The experience had a deep impact. It allowed me to
meet people of different races and social classes, and |
learnt how to better communicate with Singaporeans.”
His advice: “If you decide to immigrate, don't look back.”
Remember that Singapore is a multicultural country, he
says. “We are immigrating to Singapore, not Singapore’s
Chinese society.”

ZHANG HONGFEI
(Permanent resident,

from Zhejiang, China)
Hongfei moved to Singapore in
2014. Holding a Dependant’s Pass,
he was a full-time caregiver for his child

for two years. Subsequently, he obtained an Employment
Pass when he was certified as an insurance agent. Without
personal networks in Singapore, he struggled at first. So he
stationed himself outside the Immigration & Checkpoints

Authority building, where he approached new immigrants
to build up his local network.

Embracing the present is an important step when it
comes to feeling rooted, he says. “New immigrants have
no friends and family here, so their social circles are small.
Being a part of immigrant associations and community
groups can give them more support.” He also encourages
them to take the initiative to step out of their comfort
zone and get to know more locals.

QU JINCHAO
(Permanent resident,

from Shandong, China)

It took a while for Jinchao to adjust
to Singapore after he moved here
in 2012. It was only when he returned
to his hometown that he realised he had gotten used to
life here. “The way people interact here is simpler,” he
says. “Back in China, | found maintaining relationships
very tiring.” In 2021, during the Covid-19 pandemic, he
finally resolved to settle in Singapore. That year, he met
his wife through an online platform. They bought a flat
and had their first child. He also started a business with
afriend.In 2022, he finally became a permanent resident

and has since applied for citizenship.

In 1992, Nishi was sent by her

Japanese company to Singapore.

When the company closed the '

Singapore office two years later, she opted to stay. “In
those days, Japanese companies had a ‘tradition’ — the
most junior female staff had to prepare tea, clean the tables
for everyone, and clear the ashtrays during meetings,”
she shares. “They also think most women will get married

before they turn 25, so many were not promoted.” She
was struck by the respect Singaporean women had, and

KIYOMI NISHI
(New citizen,

from Yokohama, Japan)




their better prospects for professional advancement. So
she decided to look for a new job here.

Now married to a local, she is content in her new
home. While there are still some cultural adjustments,
she tries to focus on the positive. She says: “| know many
Japanese women have no choice but to return to Japan
with their husbands, so I'm very thankful for my situation.”

ANUSKA SARKA
(Permanent resident,

from Kolkata, India)

Anuska moved to Singapore as a
child and felt out of place foralong
time. “l didn't feel like | belonged,” she

shares. “I was different from the people here, but | also felt
a sense of distance from India even though | visited every
year.” A turning point came when she began her studies
at Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, where she affirmed
her passion for the arts and made friends who shared her
interests. Currently a manager of a gallery as well as an
artist, she now feels a stronger sense of belonging. “When
| am able to communicate with hawkers here who don’t
speak English, it feels like family.”

AMIT GILBOA
(New citizen,

from New York, USA)
Born in Israel and raised in the
US, Gilboa studied in China and
worked in Thailand, Cambodia and
Vietnam before settling in Singapore over 20 years ago.
Life here may not be as vibrant as in other cities, but it is
calm, he says, with no worries about traffic congestion and
street violence. He lives in public housing, eats at hawker
centres, shops at neighbourhood outlets, and his children
attend neighbourhood schools. He has even given up his
American citizenship, having been a Singaporean since
2018. “In other Southeast Asian countries, while | could
talk easily with locals and they were friendly, there was
still a sense of distance,” he shares. “Singapore is very
open and accepting towards those from other places.”
He used to work in banking but is now a professional
drummer. While taking part in a local event, he was
able to perform with drummers from different cultural
backgrounds. “We could retain our own unique styles,
and be part of a diverse harmony.”

Photo: Human Rhythms

ZHANG YUFEI
(New citizen,

from Henan, China)

Yufei began his studies in
Singapore when he was 15 in
2005, and is now a practitioner of
traditional Chinese medicine. He still
misses his hometown, especially during the pandemic
when he was unable to visit. “That’s inevitable for someone
living away from his family,” he says. That said, when his
mother visited him here, she remarked that his lifestyle
and habits are very localised now.

While he worries about how to care for his China-
based parents in their old age, he is pleased that his
children can grow up in a safe environment where they are
exposed to both East and West. “The bilingual education
system here means my children will not lose their mother
tongue while connecting with the world through English.
The learning environment here is more holistic, and the
academic pressure is not as severe as in China.”

CHEN YINGYING
(Permanent resident,

from Jilin, China)

Yingying moved to Singapore
when she got married in 2012, and
now runs a matchmaking company
with her husband. Since her work exposes her to people
from all walks of life, she got to understand the local
lifestyle quickly. She has decided to maintain her PR
status rather than apply for citizenship, as she feels this
will make it easier for her to return to China to take care
of her parents when needed. Other than that, sheis allin
on making Singapore home. “My family, work and friends
are all here,” she says.

However, while starting a family and developing
one’s career used to be important steps, she observes
that many young people no longer think of marriage as a
necessity, and also tend to change jobs more frequently.
“They don't think far; they live in the moment,” she says.
“But if your life has no direction, how can you talk about
settling down?”
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Across cultures

The charms of Nyonya cuisine

This labour-intensive and complex fare features

arich variety of culinary influences.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Nyonya cuisine is the food of the Peranakans, the
descendants of early Chinese immigrants to Southeast
Asia who married local (usually Malay, but also
Indian) women. They first settled predominantly in
the trading ports of Penang, Malacca and Singapore.
Male Peranakans are called Babas, while the women
are known as Nyonyas. Their cuisine is named after
Nyonyas as the women were traditionally in charge
of household matters, and the quality of the food
was a reflection of their culinary skills.

Heirloom recipes

Nyonya recipes were passed down from mother to
daughter, and from mother-in-law to daughter-in-
law. As such, there can be many variations for any
dish. Due to the use of a wide variety of specific
ingredients and labour-intensive methods (such as
grinding ingredients by hand), this cuisine is quite
niche. It is typically served at small and often family-
run restaurants.

The use of pork

Penang is closer to Thailand, and the Nyonya cuisine
there is more sour-spicy. Malacca and Singapore are
closer to Indonesia, so Nyonya dishes here are more
sweet-spicy. These variations aside, there are Malay,
Indian and Chinese influences in this cuisine. But as
Peranakans are not Muslim, pork is not forbidden in
their dishes.

SOME COMMON NYONYA DISHES

Laksa

This dish features a rich

soup base and rice noodles.

Hainanese working in

Peranakan households

learnt how to make laksa,

and started selling a version

with lighter broth. Later,

Hokkiens added cockles to their version.

Ayam buah keluak

Buah keluak is the fruit of a tree native to Malaysia

and Indonesia, and has to be fermented and soaked

before it is safe for consumption. To make this braised
chicken dish, the rich and
slightly sour flesh of the
buah keluak is removed
from its shell, mixed with
otheringredients, and then
stuffed back into the shell.

Kueh Pie Tee

Kueh is Malay for “cake”,

while pie tee comes from

the English word “patty”.

The crispy cup-shaped

shell of this snack was
traditionally made by deep-

frying leftover batter for

popiah (another Peranakan
favourite). These shells

were then filled with leftover popiah filling, but other
variations are now commonly used.



Food talk =y

Chinese food, Indian style

These three eateries showcase how creative chefs put their spin
on Chinese cuisine in Singapore, Malaysia and India.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

% SENISATTISORRU %

“Satti Sorru” means “claypot rice” in
Tamil, and Seni is short for the name
of this chain’s owner, Senivasagam
Manikam. It's got over 20 branches in
Malaysia, and a Singapore branch in
Little India, with one more coming soon
in Yishun. Chinese claypot rice is cooked
from start to finish in said claypot, and
usually accompanied by chicken. Seni
SattiSorru takes a different approach,
first sauteeing onions, tomatoes, curry
leaves and spices in the claypot, then
separately adding prepared curry, rice
and meat or seafood to the mix. That
means the rice has a wetter consistency,
and there are no charred bits at the
bottom of the claypot. Diners here
can opt for claypot rice with chicken,
beef, lamb, prawns or squid, or some
combination of these. A single portion
starts from $13.90 (small) or $26.90 (big).

Q 53 Chander Rd

% TANGRA CHINESE %

Tangra is located in India’s Kolkata. During the Taiping
Rebellion in the mid-1800s and the Xinhai revolution of 1911,
some Chinese fled to Tangra. They were mainly Hakka and
Cantonese people from Guangdong, as well as those from
Hubei. Their cuisine began appearing in this part of India,
and later Tibetan immigrants introduced new dishes as well.
Tangra Chinese opened in 2006, and is headed by a Tibetan
chef. It serves Hakka-style Indian Chinese food, such as the
Hakka noodles ($13.90). Leave room for the award-winning
Tibetan dumplings known as Momos.

Q 28 Race Course Rd

% LINA FISHBALL NOODLE %

Jeevan Ananthan fell in love with fishball

noodles in primary school, and bak chor

mee in secondary school. In 2019, he left a

well-paying white-collar job along with his fiancée

(now wife) May Leena Krishnan, to try their hand at making
these dishes for a living. After many tries, he succeeded in
getting a hawker to teach him the ropes, and from there
started developing his own versions. Starting with a stall in
Toa Payoh, he now has branches in Aljunied and Tampines
serving noodles with handmade fishballs and other ingredients.

Aljunied Industrial Canteen Blk 625 #08-01/
Blk 125 Toa Payoh Lor1#01-523 /
Blk 610 Tampines #01-01
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