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52 Across cultures
Five In One Series:
Hainanese

Singaporeans
The Chinese immigrants who
settled in Singapore after 1819
mainly belonged to one of these five

communities: the Hokkiens from Fujian, the Cantonese
from Guangdong, the Hakkas, the Teochews from
Chaozhou, and the Hainanese from Hainan. In the first part
of our new series, we turn the spotlight on Singapore’s
Hainanese community.

49 The profile

Perfecting his palate

From getting used to local cuisine

to introducing Singaporeans to new
flavours, food entrepreneur Xu Rong
isn't afraid to venture into new worlds.

50 Special report

Making sense of life 53 Food talk

through the movies Wrapping up

New immigrants share how their diverse flavours

favourite movies helped them to Glutinous rice dumplings are a staple
reflect on their choices and purpose as of the Dragon Boat Festival. Here are

they navigated life’s many chapters. some unique local variations.
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The profile By

Perfecting his palate

From getting used to local cuisine to introducing Singaporeans to new flavours,
food entrepreneur Xu Rong isn’t afraid to venture into new worlds.

When he was 17, Jiangsu-born Xu Rong was awarded
a scholarship to study computer science at the National
University of Singapore. His family had preferred him
to remain in China, but he was keen to see the world.

So,in 1997, he arrived in Singapore, where he learnt
English for six months before starting university. In those
days, it was hard for him to adjust to the food of his new
home. Herbal mutton soup and bak kut teh were much
more robust in flavour than what he had been used to,
and he was surprised to see the way individual dishes
sold at economy rice stalls were all heaped onto the
rice when served.

“l thought, Singapore was a developed country.
Why are they serving food the way meals are served
to migrant workers in China?” he remembers. “Later, |
realised that this was local food culture.”

After earning a master’s degree, he worked for
multinational corporations before becoming Chief
Technology Officer of a local computer science company.

During a work trip to Hong Kong in 2018, he found
himself wondering: “Why am | working so hard?” At the
time, he was already preparing to inject investment
capital into the company he worked for, which would
have made him a shareholder. But the transaction was
delayed, and that gave him time to think things over.
By the next morning, he had decided to resign.

In 2018, he brought Chinese brand Tongue Tip
Lanzhou Beef into Singapore, fulfilling a childhood
dream of running a noodle house. But this brand, and
its signature noodle dish, were unfamiliar to the local
market back then, and many shopping malls were
reluctant to take a chance on Xu's venture.

He finally managed to rent a second-
floor unit at Tiong Bahru Plaza, which did
well. More outlets at other locations soon
followed. The Covid-19 pandemic in 2020
was a big setback, but Xu resolved not

Translation: Hong Xinyi

to retrench staff or cut their pay, and focused on meal
deliveries. Today, he has 10 outlets in Singapore, and
has expanded into Malaysia and Indonesia.

He hopes to expand into more markets, and is
currently readying his company, Gala Food Holding,
for these ambitions.

The food business faces more challenges now, Xu
says. “Many Chinese brands choose Singapore as their
first stop in overseas expansion, because Mandarin is
spoken here, soit’s easier to study the market and train
staff. So consumers here now have many choices.” At
the same time, rents have increased, and manpower is
a perennial issue.

Now aged 45 and father to two children, Xu
became a Singapore citizen in 2006. There are many
Chinese immigrants in Singapore and some choose
to remain in a small social circle, he observes. But
running your own business requires you to integrate
and better understand the market, he believes. He cites
the example of a hotpot chain here that introduced a
mala milk-based broth. Chinese customers were
turned off, but local customers embraced it.
“Should we launch a soup like that too?”
he wonders — a perfect example of how
this data-driven entrepreneur is also no
stranger to creative thinking.
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Special report =374

Making sense of life
through the movies

New immigrants share how their favourite movies helped them to reflect on
their choices and purpose as they navigated life’s many chapters.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

CHEN CHUNMEI

(New Citizen, originally from Shenzhen)

The movie that moves her: The Last Dance

A Taoist priest and a young man meet. Through
conflicts, mentorship, and friendship, they learn how
to cherish living in the moment.

The search for self and meaning in The Last Dance
moved Chen Chunmei deeply, and prompted her to
think more deeply about the changes she wanted
to make.

After meeting her husband, graduating from university
and having her first child, she came to Singapore

HU CHANGMING

(Permanent Resident, originally from Hebei)

The movie that moves him:

Everything Everywhere All at Once

The female protagonist travels through parallel
universes, where she sees the different destinies that
stemmed from her choices.

“If I had not chosen to leave, would | be living in a
completely different world?” The night he watched
it, Hu Changming could not stop asking himself this
question.

Moving from a small city in northern China to pursue
his studies in Singapore, he struggled to adjust to life
here at first. After graduating, he decided to stay on.
But this coincided with a decade of rapid development
in China, and he couldn’t help doubting his choice.

with her new family — the first
time she left China. Subsequent

holidays were mostly spent

returning to China to visit her
parents.

Inspired by The Last Dance, Chen resolved to set
aside time every year to take a solo trip, as a form of
self-care. Now that her child will soon be applying for
university, she is thinking about enrolling in a master’s
course. Maybe, they can even graduate together. “|
want to experience this milestone,” she says. "l also
want to prove to myself that | can achieve this goal.”

Many former classmates back
home got stable and respectable
jobs after they graduated.
“Whereas in Singapore, | started
an e-commerce project with
some friends. After a year, we
had poured so much time into it, but

didn’t make any money,” he remembers. “l kept asking
myself, did | make the right choice?”

As time passed, he began to appreciate the pace and
quality of life in Singapore. He became a financial
consultant, and found his own rhythm and direction.
From self-doubt to integration, each phase of his 18
years in Singapore felt like its own parallel universe.
What first looked like inconsequential choices slowly
added up, and became a full life.



LU LINXUAN

(Permanent Resident,

originally from Shandong)

The movie that moves him: Kikujiro

A boy sets out to look for his long-lost

mother, accompanied by his neighbour,

the middle-aged Kikujiro. During their journey, a bond
starts to form.

Radio host LU Linxuan first watched Kikujiro when he
was a boy living in China. Back then, he had a rocky
relationship with his father, much like the love-hate
dynamic between the movie’s two protagonists.

A big turning point occurred when his father had a
stroke, and the friction between them began to weigh
heavily on LU, who desperately hoped they would be
able to have more time together.

Now 36 and living in Singapore, he continues to reflect on
his evolving relationship with his father through Kikujiro.
During family holidays, he makes sure his mother gets to
have time to herself, taking over her caregiving duties.
By sharing experiences, they have become closer. “I'm
finally getting to know my father,” he says.

SUN NINGFANG

(Employment Pass,

originally from Shandong)

The movie that moves her:

Farewell My Concubine

Peking opera performer Cheng Dieyi

spends his life deeply committed to

his art, even as the tumultuous events

of history push him to make difficult and tragic choices.

Sun Ningfang is an experienced drama instructor, director,
and drama therapist. For her, Farewell My Concubine
provoked a very deep reflection about the meaning of
teaching, and the arts. “It made me realise that teaching
is not just about imparting knowledge. It can mould
character, and nurture independent thinking.”

For her, that means basics such as being on time for classes
are important. “This movie helped me to understand
that students need to be respected, but not indulged.
Without rules, nothing in life gets done. | hope my
students can find their self-expression in an atmosphere
of freedom. But that freedom has to be established on
a very solid mastery of the fundamentals.”

SUN NA

(Permanent Resident,

originally from Beijing)

The movie that moves her:

Everything Everywhere All at Once

The frazzled female protagonist in it feels

very familiar to Sun Na, the director of a training centre.
“In my work, | meet many middle-aged people like
that.1am a bit like that too. We are anxious, tired, torn
between many roles and choices in our lives, and yet
we insist on living these lives.”

To her, the movie's multiverse is a metaphor. “The life
we live is the result of our past choices, compromises,
and commitments,” she says. And what'’s important
is not so much the choices we make, but the reasons
behind those choices, and our attitudes in facing the
consequences of those choices.

“As long as you can love and connect with others,
then no matter how chaotic reality is, you will find
your place,” says Sun.

ZHANG HONGFEI

(New Citizen, originally from Zhejiang)
The movie that moves him: Ne Zha 2
Through Ne Zha's quest to change his
destiny, this story explores the theme

of self-determination. Antagonist Shen
Gongbao is a tragic figure who craves
recognition butis denied afair chance.

“He’s not a bad person. He just made the

wrong choice, got on the wrong path." That's what
Zhang Hongfei thinks of Shen Gongbao. As a financial
consultant, Zhang meets many similar people. “l know
many people like that. They are hardworking, but
they just got stuck,” he says. “In life, you must learn
how to make your own judgements, and not follow
others blindly. Then you will go far.”

As an immigrant who switched from working in
public security in China to insurance and then
financial consultancy in Singapore, he has had to
make important judgement calls at many points in
his life. “At each transition, | needed to make sure |
didn’t get on the wrong path. When someone has
clarity about what they want, they will not feel lost
when facing life’s choices. | hope to come up with a
learning framework that can help people in this area.”
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Across cultures

Five In One Series:

Hainanese Singaporeans

The Chinese immigrants who settled in Singapore after 1819 mainly belonged to one of these
five communities: the Hokkiens from Fujian, the Cantonese from Guangdong, the Hakkas and
the Teochews from Chaozhou, and the Hainanese from Hainan. In the first part of our new
series, we turn the spotlight on Singapore’s Hainanese community.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Compared to the other four major dialect groups
in Singapore, the Hainanese arrived later, and in smaller
numbers. It was only in 1857 that Hainanese pioneers
purchased land to establish their own temple, the Tin
Hou Kong, devoted to the Heavenly Empress (Tianhou).
On its premises, the Hainanese established the Kiung
Chow Hwee Kuan (now Singapore Hainan Hwee Kuan),
the leadership organisation for this community.

Hainanese schools

In the 1950s, several schools were founded by
Hainanese people in Singapore. These schools held a
Hainanese School Sports Meet at Jalan Besar Stadium
every year, which allowed its students to train for the
subsequent Chinese School Sports Meet, and enabled
the teachers and students from the Hainanese schools
to get to know one another.

Many first-generation Hainanese immigrants had
limited education and modest incomes, and aspired
to give their children a better life through education.
They set up schools such as Eng Hung School, which
was funded by a group of Hainanese who worked for
foreigners living near Tanglin, an affluent district in
Singapore.

Besides Eng Hung School, Hainanese schools also
included Yock Eng School (Yuying Secondary School),
Pei Chun Public School, Sheng Hwa Public School, Sheng
Wah Public School, Wa Mong School, Zhen Qun School,
Pen Min School, Pui Tak School, and Han Guang School.
These were found across the island, in both urban and
rural areas. Today, the only Hainanese schools that
remain are Yuying Secondary School (in Hougang) and
Pei Chun Public School (in Toa Payoh).

Notable figures of Hainanese descent in Singapore’s
public service, education, and cultural arenas include
Prime Minister Lawrence Wong, and scholars Wu Teh
Yao (1915-1994) and Lim Chong Yah (1932-2023). There
are also many Hainanese individuals working in Chinese-
and English-language media.

Hainanese cemeteries

The former Hainanese cemetery Hai Lam Sua, also
known as Kongsi Sua, was next to MacRitchie Reservoir,
and over a century old. It was managed by Kheng Chiu
Tin Hou Kong. Another Hainanese cemetery, known as
the new Hai Lam Sua and new Kongsi Sua, was on the
fifth milestone along Thomson Road, near Sin Ming Road.

By 1948, in the aftermath of the Japanese Occupation
(1942-1945), both cemeteries had fallen into disrepair.
Kheng Chiu Tin Hou Kong began repairs, and also hired
surveyors to map out boundaries and set land area
limits so it could manage the cemetery more effectively.

Scan this QR code
to read more on Culturepaedia



Food talk =y

Wrapping up diverse flavours

Glutinous rice dumplings are a staple of the Dragon Boat Festival.
Here are some unique local variations.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

THE NYONYA DUMPLING
[

nfluences from Malay cuisine
can be seen in the use of
ingredients such as coriander
seeds, white pepper, and
dried shrimp. However, this
style of dumpling is more
sweet than spicy, due to
ingredients such as candied
winter melon. Traditionally,
itis wrapped in pandan leaves,
and the glutinous rice is dyed
blue using butterfly pea flower.

% KIM CHOO KUEH CHANG %
This established brand was founded by Lee Kim Choo, who
learnt how to make dumplings from her grandmother.

% D’BUN %
Founded in 1991 by Lee Mimi, the handmade creations here
include nyonya dumplings with char siew.

* EASTERN RICE DUMPLING *

Third-generation owner Lim Cheng Hwee also learnt
dumpling-making from his grandmother. The variations here
include a vegetarian version and a chilli shrimp adaptation.

THE ELEVATED DUMPLING
Every year, as the Dragon Boat Festival approaches, various

restaurants and food retailers unveil creative and even luxe
versions of rice dumplings to entice customers.

* CONRAD CENTENNIAL
SINGAPORE’S GOLDEN PEONY *
Check out offerings such as the Eight
Treasure Five Grain Rice dumpling,
and the Singapore Black Pepper Chilli
Crab, Prawn and Bedford Scallop
dumpling.

THE HALAL DUMPLING
I

n multicultural Singapore, it's not just Chinese
Singaporeans who like rice dumplings. Thus,
the creation of halal versions.

* THE HAN’S DUMPLINGS *

The owners of this business are a man originally
from Harbin and his Singaporean Malay wife,
and they make chicken, beef, and nyonya halal
dumplings, as well as spicier versions that cater
to the preferences of their Malay customers.
The couple learnt how to wrap these dumplings
through YouTube and TikTok.

% CHUNKING SG %

The signature offerings here are the chicken
rendang and beef rendang halal dumplings,
which burst with rich flavours.

* SHERATON TOWERS SINGAPORE’S
LI BAl CANTONESE RESTAURANT *
Its innovations include the Abalone and
Pumpkin Rice Dumpling.

% KURIYA %

This Japanese supermarket’s annual
Zong-nigiri promotion features a

fusion of Chinese rice dumplings (zong

zi) with Japanese onigiri. Japanese ingredients
used here include nori, eel, and red bean.
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