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The profile

Island adventures
Bestselling author Neil Humphreys
has written 32 books, and many of
them are about life in his adopted
home of Singapore.

Special report
What makes Singapore

liveable?

New immigrants share their thoughts
on what makes this a good place to
live, work, and play.
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52 Across cultures
Five In One Series:
Hokkien

Singaporeans
Hokkien community
established itself relatively
early, and became the
largest of Singapore’s five
main Chinese dialect groups.
It wielded the most influence,
and its leaders primarily came
from prominent Chinese families
with roots in Malacca.

53 Food talk
A meal of mixing

and matching

In Singapore, eateries that serve rice accompanied by
your choice of individual servings of various dishes are
influenced by many different cultures.
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The profile

Island adventures

Bestselling author Neil Humphreys has written 32 books, and many of them are about life

in his adopted home of Singapore.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Neil Humphreys came from humble beginnings. Born
in England, he was raised by a single mother after
his parents separated when he was four years
old. Atage 11,a humorous essay he wrote about
his first school camping trip caught a teacher’s
eye. When he was asked to read his work at
the school assembly, the rapt attention and
rippling laughter from his fellow students
were intoxicating.

“At that moment, | realised that words
had a special power,” he remembers.

“From then on, | fell in love with writing.”

He studied history and politics at
Manchester University, where he made
a Singaporean friend, David. After graduating and a short
stint in finance, he gave in to his wanderlust and visited
David in Singapore.

It was 1996, and Humphreys was just 21 years old.
Jetlagged on his first night in Singapore, he ventured out
of the Toa Payoh HDB flat where he was staying to look for
a place to get food. Spotting what looked like a 24-hour
coffeeshop, he sat down and helped himself to the snacks
and beverages on the tables. Minutes passed before he
realised that he had actually stumbled into a Chinese wake.

That was the first of many hilarious stories he would

eventually tell about his life in Singapore. What was meant
to be a short visit turned into a decade-long stay. First, he
found ajob here as a teacher. Outside of the classroom, he
started writing for a football fan club, which eventually led
him to a career as a well-known sports journalist.

By 2006, he had published Notes From an Even Smaller
Island, Scribbles from the Same Island, and Final Notes from
a Great Island. He felt like he had explored every inch of
Singapore. Maybe it was time for a change.

So, he decided to move to Australia with his wife. They
spent five years there, becoming parents to a daughter.
But the slower pace of life was hard to get used to, and it
never felt like home. He missed Singapore a lot.

In 2011, the family returned to Singapore. Today, his
daughter is a teenager who speaks fluent Mandarin, thanks
to Humphreys' insistence that she learn Chinese in school.

For him, Singapore may be conservative,
butit’s safe. Life can get expensive here, but
everything from transport to food can also be
accessed conveniently.
Nowadays, in addition to writing,
Humphreys is also a part-time radio broadcaster,
public speaker, and the Vice-President of the
Jane Goodall Institute. His self-deprecating
humour and keen observations of his adopted
home have left a mark here. In turn, Singapore
has also influenced his own growth.
He first heard about the concept of filial piety
from a 10-year-old student here. Back then, the
idea felt transactional to him — parents invested in their
children, who would in turn support their parents when
they grew up. This seemed at odds with the Western notion
of letting children pursue independent lives, without
expecting anything in return.

But over time, as Humphreys observed the practice
of filial piety in real life, he realised that it was not so much
about material support but rather emotional care. “That
has made me reflect on my own relationship with my
mother, and how | show her care and support.”
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Special report

What makes

Singapore liveable?

New immigrants share their thoughts on what makes this a good place to live, work,

and play.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

JEAN LEE

(New Citizen, originally from Ipoh)

Lee first moved to Singapore in the 1970s when she was
a teenager, and worked at several hair salons before
going to England to study hairstyling further. Upon her
return, she opened her own salons in Orchard Road.
Even though she has faced her share of challenges over
the years, the kindness of her friends, customers, and
colleagues has helped her to weather the tough times.

LINDA MA
(Employment Pass, originally from Jakarta)
In the early 2000s, Indonesia was experiencing
financial turbulence. So gallery owner Ma
decided to move part of her business to
Singapore. At the time, the visual arts
sector here wasn't vibrant. But she felt
the country could be a stable base for
both her family and business. As the years

GAO WENQUAN

(New citizen, originally from Tianjin)

When Gao arrived in Singapore as a student in 2003,
these were the words that came to his mind as he
observed his new home — clean, orderly, dense. Today,
as an experienced urban transportation specialist,
he assesses Singapore through professional lens. As
the island’s public transport improved, particularly
with introduction of the Mass Rapid Transit system,
Singapore’s connectivity advanced. That is one of
the key factors in making a city more liveable, he
points out.

“Singapore may be small, butit’s a place that
many people are attracted to,” she says.
“Singapore taught me how to respect
people from different backgrounds,
and appreciate the beauty of different
cultures!” Her customers come from all
walks of life.“After so many years, we have
become part of each other's lives.”

passed, she saw how Singapore’s art market developed.
Today, collectors have become more sophisticated,
and government support has increased. Her Linda
Gallery has grown as well, even setting up a branch
in Beijing in 2016. For her, Singapore is a fertile space
where the arts can flourish, because it's safe, open
to the world, and able to nurture both dreamers
and culture.

In more recent years, features such as underground
passageways have enabled transport hubs
to also become community centres.
Meanwhile, local landmarks such as
Marina Bay Sands and Jewel Changi
Airport are like all-encompassing
miniature cities, complete with transport
nodes and retail and leisure spaces. As
Singapore turns 60, Gao believes that it's both
a milestone, and a new beginning. “A city is always
progressing, and its modes of transport are its most
honest tracks.”




GHAZI ABU TAHER
(New citizen, originally from Dhaka)
In the 1990s, when Ghazi was still working
as a captain in the maritime industry,
Singapore was a port of call. Struck by its
orderly society and education system, he moved
here with his family in 2008. “A lot of care is shown for
every aspect of life here,” he says. For example, the
ActiveSG app encourages Singaporeans to exercise, and
public sports facilities like swimming pools are used by
everyone from children to senior citizens. Ghazi sees
this as a more proactive approach to health: “When the
sports facilities are at your doorstep, you tend to lead
a healthier lifestyle.” Sheltered walkways and separate
pathways for pedestrians and cyclists also show care for
residents, and while medical fees are high, the quality
of healthcare is good, he points out. In fact, Ghazi sees
Singapore as an oasis in a chaotic world. “It might be
the only place in the world where there are so many
religions, but everyone gets along.”

AMIT GILBOA
(New citizen, originally from Albany)

Gilboa, a musician and father of four, sees
Singapore as a great place to raise children.
Public amenities such as parks are easy to
access, clean, and safe. Children can walk or
cycle to places on their own, without needing
to be driven around. These elements contribute
to a better quality of life, he believes. Living here has
even made him think harder about what freedom of
expression means to him. “Beyond being able to speak
my mind, will anyone listen to what | say? Are there
channels where my voice will make a difference? | care
more about that,” he says. In Singapore, no one has
stopped him from talking about policies and making
suggestions, Gilboa notes. “If you can say anything you
want, but nobody is listening, and no one responds, is

that a meaningful freedom?”

JASON ZHAO
(New citizen, originally from Hong Kong)

A data analyst, Zhao moved here in 2005. His assessment of Singapore is measured. Almost anything
a household could want is pretty easy to obtain, and public housing is fairly accessible and close to
amenities. However, car ownership here is very expensive, and local TV programmes have room
forimprovement. Zhao appreciates the accepting mindset that makes a harmonious multicultural
society possible. He also suggests that the government can build on its accomplishments in public

JESSIE YANG
(Permanent Resident, originally
from Penang)
Many music-makers think Singapore
isn't a place where they can become
superstars. But for singer Yang, its stability is
a plus. A mother of two, she had taken partin the Sing
Cantonese competition, and had won the Singapore
segment. But she decided not to sign a contract that
would forbid her from taking on gigs as a resident
singer, opting instead to hold on to that source of
steady income in Singapore while raising her children.
“Singapore is not a place that's full of romance and
passion,” she says. “But it’s also not rash and rowdy. It
lets you live your life, while still pursuing your dreams.”
So, even as fellow singers have left for Hong Kong and
Taiwan in search of bigger stages, she has chosen to
stay and carve out her own path. The entertainment
industry here is relatively free of complicated rules and
:© networks, she reveals, which also gives her a sense of
. dignity and freedom.

JUNKO TOGASHI

(New citizen, originally

from Tokyo)

This translator moved to Singapore
in 2003, and admires it most for the
efficient way it runs itself. “I've always
felt that Singapore’s beauty comes from
its small size,” she says. “It's small, but it

looks ahead.” From the measures taken during the
Covid-19 pandemic, to things like digital payment
systems, everything in Singapore tends to be well
thought out, she feels. Costs can be high, but she is
still able to enjoy musicals, concerts, and museums.
These cultural encounters give her days here texture,
depth, and rhythm. “This is not a cultural hub, but it is
arelay stop on the global culture circuit.” As for food,
thereis no lack of delicious fare in Singapore. “But you
have to be open-minded and try new things.”

safety and development, and consider more agile forms of putting policies into practice, as well as
more channels for receiving public feedback. Liveability is not just about material things and convenience,
he says. It is also about culture and everyday experiences.
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Across cultures

Five In One Series:

Hokkien Singaporeans

In the second part of this series about the Chinese immigrants who settled in Singapore after
1819, we take a closer look at the civic contributions of the Hokkien community. This group
established itself relatively early, and became the largest of Singapore’s five main Chinese
dialect groups. It wielded the most influence, and its leaders primarily came from prominent

Chinese families with roots in Malacca.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Pioneers in education

One of these leaders was Tan Kim Seng, who founded
Chong Wen Ge (1849-), Singapore’s first free school for
Hokkien students; and Chui Eng Free School (Chui Eng
Si E, 1854-1954), which became a prominent Chinese
education institution.

Other leaders soon followed in his footsteps. In 1899,
Lim Boon Keng, Song Ong Siang, and Khoo Seok Wan
established the Singapore Chinese Girls’ School, the first
school for Chinese girls on the island.

Tan Kah Kee founded Tao Nan School in 1906, Ai Tong
School in 1912, Chong Fook Girls’ School (nhow Chongfu
School) in 1915, and Nan Chiau Girls’ School (now Nan
Chiau High School) in 1947.1n 1919, he led the founding
of The Chinese High School (now Hwa Chong Institution),
the first Chinese secondary school in Singapore. In 1955,
Tan Lark Sye initiated the establishment of Nanyang
University.

Tan Tock Seng Hospital

In the early 19th century, a significant portion of
Singapore’s Chinese population was poor, and medical
facilities were sorely lacking. The situation was so bad
that between 1843 and 1850, Hokkien leader Tan Tock
Seng provided over a thousand coffins for those who
had perished in the streets due to starvation and illness.

In 1844, he decided to set up a hospital for paupers
in Pearl Hill. This was the beginning of Tan Tock Seng

Hospital, which is now located near Moulmein Road
and has become Singapore’s second-largest acute-care
general hospital.

Solving the water problem

Water supply was another major challenge in 19th-
century Singapore. In 1845, Tan Tock Seng proposed to
the colonial government that two water tanks be built
to supply water to the public. The following year, the
Singapore Free Press reported that Tan Tock Seng and
European merchant James Stephens had donated funds
to turn this idea into reality.

A decade later, in 1857, Tan Kim Seng donated 13,000
Straits dollars to develop Singapore’s first reservoir and
public waterworks, which enabled the public to more
conveniently access clean water. To commemorate his
generous contribution, the government built the Tan Kim
Seng Fountain, which now stands at the Esplanade Park.

'Did you know?

«  Gaojia opera, which features an elevated stage
and armoured costumes, was the earliest form
of Hokkien opera in Singapore.

« Heng San Teng, established by 1828, was
the earliest Hokkien temple and cemetery in
Singapore.

«  The Thian Hock Keng temple, set up in 1843
by Hokkien leaders, has a plaque featuring
the calligraphy of Qing emperor Guangxu.

Scan this QR code
to read more on Culturepaedia



Food talk

1E3%

A meal of mixing and matching

In Singapore, eateries that serve rice accompanied by your choice of various dishes are
influenced by many different cultures.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

The economicrice stall at Goldhill
Family Restaurant at Hougang Avenue
3 Block 6 is known for its affordable
prices. Try the curry chicken, braised
meats, and chicken wings.

At Ocean Curry Fish Head, which
has three branches, don’t miss the
claypot fish curry and homemade otah.

For more unusual options,

check out dishes featuring

salmon, grouper, lamb,

and Wagyu beef at 666

CaiFan+Porridge, located

at Toa Payoh Lorong 1
Block 125.

Inthis dish, the rice grains remain
whole, and the porridge base stays
clear.lt'saccompanied by dishes such

as steamed fish, braised duck, and
salted vegetables .

When Hainanese migrants
arrived in Singapore, one of the few
places they could find work was in
the households of British, Peranakan
Chinese, and Japanese families.

That’s how Hainanese cooks
mastered cuisines from these cultures,
many of which can be found in
Hainanese curry rice. These include
Western-style pork chops, Nyonya
curry chicken, and Indian curries.

This cuisine is usually labour-
intensive and typically found in
restaurants. The dishes found in
economic rice or mixed vegetable
rice stalls can be more affordable
options.

Check out Yummy Nyonya
Peranakan, at Market Street Hawker
Centre, for its rich beef and chicken
rendang, chicken and prawn curries,
and ayam buah keluak.

Over at Emmanuel Peranakan
Cuisine, at Marine Parade Central
Market & Food Centre, the nasi
lemak is tinged blue using butterfly
pea flower. Besides ngoh hiang and
chicken rendang, babi pongteh is
occasionally on the menu.

Stalls that prepare food onsite, rather than supplied by a central kitchen, are likely to be more unique.

This originated with hawkers carrying the food in containers

slung over their shoulders. Today, this Indian Muslim style of

rice served with different kinds of curries remains popular.

This has both
Malay and Indian

influences, and tends

to feature spicier curries. The
basmati rice turns a distinct shade of
yellow-orange, thanks to the saffron or

turmeric added.

This originated from Indonesia. It
features curries that are more layered
in their flavours.

Warong Nasi Pariaman in North
Bridge Road was founded in 1948. It’s
a famous stall, known for preparing
food over a charcoal flame, and for its
sambal balado chilli sauce.

HJH, is another well-known stall,
and has been listed as a Michelin Bib
Gourmand eatery. Signature dishes
include beef rendang, Sundanese
grilled chicken, and lemak siput.
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