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Home Is Where The Heart Is

His immigrant journey in Singapore began with a sense of unease. Here’s how community
and mindfulness helped executive Gao Dehui to regain his equilibrium.

Gao Dehui grew up in a farming village in Liaoning,
China. Realising that farming was an arduous way of life, he
wanted to forge a different path. In 2003, after graduating
from university, he decided to enter the private sector. Gao
joined a company that processed and traded agricultural
products, where he clocked long hours as he learnt about
international trade, importing processes, and commodity
futures. During this phase of his life, he gained a sense of
control — he worked hard to acquire abilities that enabled
him to thrive, and felt his destiny was in his own hands.

A few years later, a plan to go back to school to study
law fell by the wayside when he decided to join a shipping
company. When this company shifted its focus to Singapore,
Gao relocated here in 2010. Adjusting to his new home was
tough, and he felt a pervasive sense of anxiety. “Upheavals
in life seem to recur regularly. The future is always full of
uncertainty,” he thought at the time. “Is there any way to
maintain my internal sense of ease and stability, no matter
what happens in the outside world?”

Around this time, he was introduced to Dharma Drum
Singapore, and began to practise meditation and volunteer
with this non-profit Buddhist organisation. Meditation has
given him a different way of looking at life. “Pain often comes
from internal unease, rather than the external environment,”
Gao says. “When your heart is at peace, it becomes easier
to face problems.”

Volunteering also expanded his social circle, which
can be a challenge for new immigrants. Gao became the

Translation: Hong Xinyi

president of Dharma Drum Singapore in 2023, and views
supporting its volunteers as part of his work. The organisation
helms over a thousand activities every year, including many
that require volunteers. So it makes an effort to recruit
suitable volunteers, give them appropriate
responsibilities, and nurture them
over the long term so as to
encourage them to stay on.
In 2014, Gao obtained
Singapore citizenship. He
is now the CEO of SDTR
Marine, and his volunteer
efforts have expanded as

well, extendingtobecoming @ o > / !
the honorary chairman of the ‘ /

Singapore Er-Hu Society. Once a
brief childhood pursuit, playing the er-

hu has become yet another way he tries to find equanimity
as an adult.

His two children were born here, and are being educated
here. Observing the growing pressures of life in Singapore,

he says: “l hope children here can grow up in a society that
is safe, but still has soul and warmth. l also hope for a society
that cares about physical and mental health, as well as striking
a balance between work and life.”
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Special report

Life Lessons In The Lion City

New perspectives on culture, relationships, and the path to happiness — new immigrants
reflect on how Singapore has taught them different ways to approach life.

LIU ZHONGHUI

(New citizen, originally from Shandong, China)
In China, Liu Zhonghui grew up in an environment
where traditional culture and folk practices had largely
disappeared. When he moved to Singapore, however,
he discovered the Great Way Within Emptiness
movement thriving in Bukit Batok; a temple honouring
the Monkey King in Tiong Bahru; and temporary song
stages known as getai sprouting up every year for
the Hungry Ghost Festival.”l thought that Singapore

ZHANGLIN

(New citizen, originally from
Chongqing, China)
Singapore was where Zhang
Lin got her first job. At first,
she took up courses to improve
her English, and to boost her

professional prospects. Gradually,

QUAN CHENGJI

(New citizen, originally from Jilin,
China)

Over two decades in Singapore has
helped Quan Chengji to understand
himself better. Here, he has been
exposed to different industries, tried
various paths, and made his fair share of
mistakes. These experiences all helped him
to figure out what suited him best. One high-
stress job, in particular, led him to take a break and
reflect more deeply on what he wanted out of life.
He has since come to the conclusion that chasing
success is not as important as being happy.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

was a very Westernised, modern
city, but it actually preserved
many traditions.” Intrigued,
he began organising city
walks so new immigrants
and locals alike could get to
know Singapore better. In the
process, he has learnt much more
about this city as well.

the government’s encouragement of lifelong learning
- complete with course subsidies — inspired her to
explore broader forms of learning. And not all of it
takes place in classrooms. Zhang is part of different
interest groups, and also volunteers and organises
reading clubs. In Singapore, she says, she learnt to
stay curious about the world.

AN SHU
(New citizen, originally from Shaanxi, China)
Singaporeans are not prone to lofty abstractions, An
Shu observes. Instead, they are pragmatic, and it’s an
attitude that has influenced her to invest her time in
concrete actions that will actually make a difference.
That means she is open to exploring a new venture
even if she does not have a complete plan of action,
such as when her personal interest in handbags led
her into e-commerce. “When you a start something,
you can see how to make subsequent adjustments,
and what new possibilities open up.”

ZHANG LILI
(New citizen, originally
from Guangzhou, China)
When she first moved to
Singapore, Zhang Lili was not
used to the sense of distance
she observed in social relations
here. But over time, she realised that
Singaporeans were not being cold, but
rather expressing their standard of propriety. “People

SHI RUIHAO

(Employment Pass, original-
ly from Chengdu, China)

Artist Shi Ruihao started planning
art exhibitions when he relocated
to Singapore. And that’s when he
realised that an exhibition wasn't just

about positioning artworks within a space. Rather,
the various artworks have to speak to one another,
establish relationships between the artists and the
exhibition’s viewers, and connect to different cultural

: contexts, including that of Singapore.

here don’t pry into your life, or use emotions to
make you feel certain obligations,” she says. Another
way of putting it might be: There is magnanimity in
maintaining boundaries, and beauty in leaving space
for others. This has become her preferred way of life as
well. These days, she likes to focus on what's essential,
and that extends to the way she communicates too.
After all, Singaporeans have little affinity for flowery,
flattering preambles. “They are very direct, and just
want to know what your key points are.”




Across cultures

Five In One Series:

Cantonese Singaporeans

Early immigrants from Guangdong left their mark on Singapore’s neighbourhoods and culture.

The Cantonese dialect

Cantonese is the third most commonly spoken dialect
among Singapore’s Chinese community. It was not just the
language of the immigrants from Guangdong province
who arrived here in the 19th century, but was also spoken
by members of other Chinese dialect groups, as well as
from some in the Malay and Indian communities. One
of the reasons for this was the popularity of Cantonese
movies and music in Southeast Asia.

Cantonese clan associations

Singapore’s first kinship-based organisation was the
Sing Chow Chiu Kwok Thong Cho Kah Koon. It was founded
in 1819 by Chow Ah Chey, who was from Taishan and
had arrived here with the Raffles expedition. Three years
later, Ning Yeung Wui Kuan was established, becoming
Singapore’s first Chinese clan association and the first such
organisation set up outside China. Subsequent associations
were based on kinship ties and places of origin. In the
mid-20th century, there were about 290 Cantonese clan
associations in Singapore.

Traditional trades

Early Cantonese immigrants mostly worked in
grocery retail, gold and silver pawnbroking, construction
and transport, garment manufacturing, daily necessities
retail, food and beverage, tourism, and traditional Chinese
medicine. Grocery retail was dominated by merchants
from Xinhui and Heshan, who imported products from
Guangdong to Singapore. These became known as guanghuo
(Guangdong goods). For Cantonese immigrants working
in construction, the Kallang River
area was their enclave.

Healthcare efforts

In 1867, Cantonese merchants
set up Thong Chai Yee Say to
provide free medical consultations
to the needy. This was the origin
of today’s Thong Chai Medical
Institution. In 1910, Cantonese businessmen founded Kwong
Wai Shiu Free Hospital, the only large-scale community-led
charity hospital in 20th-century Singapore that allowed

Translation: Hong Xinyi

patients to be hospitalised. It set the local precedent of
integrating Chinese and Western medical techniques, and
provided free childbirth services to pregnant women of
Cantonese origin, as well as outpatient services for all.
Today, Kwong Wai Shiu is a community care hospital that
remains a Serangoon Road
landmark.

Supporting education

Founded in 1905, Kwong
Shiu School (now Yangzheng
Primary School) was the firstand
largest school set up by the Cantonese. In the early 20th
century, Nan Hwa Girls’ School and Cheng Fong Girls’ School
were established to support education for girls. Various
Cantonese organisations, such as clan associations, also
set up schools like Kwong Fook School and Kwong Wai
Shiu Peck Shan Ting School, which educated the children
of workers and rural residents respectively. Today, schools
such as Yangzheng Primary School, Nan Hua Primary School,
and Nan Hua High School continue to have Cantonese
leadership on their advisory committees.

V

Did you know?

«  Singapore’s early Guangdong immigrants were
mostly from the prefectures of Guangzhou,
Huizhou, and Zhaoging. They were collectively
known as the Kwong Wai Shiu community (a
reference to the first characters in the Cantonese
pronunciations of these prefectures).

«  The lion dance troupe of Kong Chow Wui

Koon combined Foshan and Heshan lion

dance movements, creating the localised Fo

He lion dance.

In the early 20th century, female immigrants from

Guangdong included those from Sanshui county,

who found work at Singapore’s construction

sites. They were known colloquially as samsui
women (a reference to their place of origin),

and hong toujin (meaning red headscarf, a

reference to the headgear they wore at work).

Scan this QR code
to read more on Culturepaedia

Food talk

3%

Something Old, Something New

With the entry of Chinese chains like Hakka Yu and restaurants run by new immigrants like
Chen Yiwen (owner of Hakka Bond), the Hakka food scene in Singapore is growing in diversity.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

b ]
:L -

Sometimes, Hakka dishes from
China and Singapore are remarkably
similar. A traditional Singaporean way
of making salt-baked chicken wraps the
chicken in paper before burying it in salt
to cook. Hakka Yu's salt-baked chicken
doesn't stray far from this method.

Over at Hakka Bond, however, local
diners can get a taste of a more Chinese-
centric chicken dish, which features
the hairy fig. This ingredient is widely
found in Guangdong’s Meizhou and
the mountainous regions of Fujian,and
is often used in China’s Hakka cuisine.
Read on for more examples of how local
and Chinese versions of Hakka dishes
are giving diners here more variety and
even giving rise to new hybrids.

Yong tau foo

Locally, this refers to a variety of
tofu and other ingredients (such as
vegetables and mushrooms) that are
stuffed with a paste (usually comprising
pork, fish, or a mix of both). In the past,
salted fish was often part of the filling,
but this is less common now. Diners can
opt for their final selection of items to be
served inasoup, or dressed with a sauce.
In China, however, yong tau foo typically
refers to stuffed tofu that is pan-fried

and braised. Some versions, like the
one at Hakka Bond, have retained the
variety of local yong tau foo while
offering a more refreshing soup.

Braised pork belly with
preserved mustard greens
Exemplifying the savoury,

unctuous, and aromatic qualities of
Hakka cuisine, the local version of this
dish tends to mix salted and sweeter
mustard greens, while a Cantonese
version offers a more rounded flavour
profile with the use of oyster sauce
and dark soy sauce. In China, Hakkas

typically prepare the dish using the
stalks of mustard greens, which are
not preserved with any additional
flavours so that their natural acidity
shines through.

Thunder tea

This dish has an ancient culinary
heritage, and was popularised in the
Meizhou, Huizhou, and Jiexi areas of
China. In Singapore, Hakka families
with roots in Jiexi's Hebao town are
more familiar with it. Tea leaves, sesame
seeds, and peanuts are pounded into
a paste using a ceramic mortar and
wooden pestle. This paste forms the
base of the thunder tea soup.

Abacus seeds

\ AR

This signature traditional Hakka
dish originates from Dabu county in
China. Yam is steamed, mashed, and
mixed with tapioca flour to form a
dough, which is then shaped by hand
into pellets that resemble the beads
of an abacus. The pellets are boiled
and stir-fried with ingredients such as
shallots, garlic, mushrooms, pork, dried
shrimp, tau kwa (firm or pressed tofu),
and black fungus.
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