
Brought to you by Connect with us at www.ncss.gov.sg 

SENIORS’ JOURNEY: 
PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE

S
E

N
IO

R
S

’ JO
U

R
N

E
Y

: P
A

S
T

, P
R

E
S

E
N

T
 A

N
D

 F
U

T
U

R
E

Copyright © 2016 NCSS
Permission to reproduce any part of this publication is required.





SENIORS’ JOURNEY

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The National Council of Social Service (NCSS) would like to thank 
the volunteers and the voluntary welfare organisations that made this 
collection of seniors’ stories possible.    
 
VOLUNTEERS
The following volunteers are from Beyond60, Face UP, Republic 
Polytechnic, ITE College East and Singapore Memory Project.

Alex Deng, Asyraf B Mohammad J Muhammad, Cheong Jun Hong, 
Chew Kung Pheng Benedict, Christine Tan Yu Jia, Eleanor Yap, Hayley 
Tay, Helen Yeo, Ibrahim B Rosnan Muhammad, Janice Soo, Jillisa Kok, 
June Tay, Koo Pei Hiang Emily, Lee Lay Ying, Leong Yee Ting, Lim 
Bao Long, Lim Soo Lan, Lily Bok, Lily Wong, Max Ang, Melissa Chua, 
Muhammad, Haikal B Riduan, Natasha Ferdinands, Pek Yan Lin Audrey, 
Phua Shiyong, Shirley Tan, Terrence Goh, Toh Ying Qi, Yeo Hong Eng.

PROGRAMMES BY VOLUNTARY WELFARE ORGANISATIONS 
(VWOs)
Care Corner Social Day Care for the Elderly, CARElderly Seniors 
Activity Centre, GoodLife!, Life Point, Marine Parade Foo Hai Elderly 
Lodge, NTUC Health SilverACE SAC@Telok Blangah Rise, Pacific 
Activity Centres Pte Ltd, Sarah Seniors Activity Centre, NTUC Health 
SilverACE SAC@Redhill, Tembusu Seniors Activity Centre, Thye Hua 
Kwan Seniors Activity Centre@ MacPherson, YAH!



1SENIORS’ JOURNEY

INTRODUCTION

“Seniors’ Journey: Past, Present and Future” is a collection of stories 
of Singaporean seniors from all walks of life. Just as each senior’s 
experience is unique, each individual tale adds a different perspective 
to the formative years of Singapore as a nation. More than that, these 
stories are snapshots of how our seniors have forged their identities on 
the backbone of their convictions, strength and resilience. 

In the process of connecting with the seniors, getting to know them 
and listening to them share a part of their lives, both our volunteers 
and seniors enjoyed a trip down memory lane together. Their journeys 
come together through common threads such as how the seniors have 
prioritised their family and friends in life, and are actively pursuing their 
favorite pastimes and hobbies. For some seniors, the learning will never 
stop, while for others, the spirit of giving through volunteering continues 
to spur them on in their endeavours. With the wealth of experience 
shared in this publication, NCSS sincerely wishes that readers will gain 
insight from the stories and cherish the precious moments in all of our 
past, present and future.

This collection of stories was part of the International Day of Older 
Persons (IDOP) Celebrations in 2014, an NCSS initiative that 
recognises the contributions of older persons to the community.
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A Mother To 
Generations

Lee Hua Yong and her husband 
started their own business 
after World War II, selling 
household goods like tablecloths,  
bedspreads and table runners 
from China to department stores 
and also to foreigners. It was a 

lucrative opportunity that they 
could not ignore, especially 
with the influx of foreigners to 
Singapore following the war. 
Taking on the role of saleswoman, 
the 86-year-old mother of four 
recounts how she would pile the 

Lee Hua Yong (extreme right), with her daughter and grandchild.
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“…when her third daughter’s husband passed 
away in an accident, Hua Yong and her husband 
supported their daughter and her two children. 
Hua Yong took on the duty of ferrying her 
grandchildren to school until they grew up.”

Lee Hua Yong, 86

goods into their car and drive to 
the colonial homes in Sembawang 
owned by foreigners to sell the 
items door to door. They did well 
and the business thrived for over 
50 years. 

However, when her children went 
overseas and foreign clients 
returned to their homelands, Hua 
Yong and her husband closed 
their shop in Sembawang, and 
the business along with it. Very 
much a family person, the doting 
mother shared that when her 
third daughter’s husband passed 
away in an accident, she and 
her husband supported their 
daughter and her two children. 
Hua Yong took on the duty of 
ferrying her grandchildren to 
school until they grew up and 
went to England and Sweden. 

After so many years, the 
closeness that Hua Yong shared 

with these two grandchildren is 
not something they have forgotten 
either. Both of them take turns 
coming back to Singapore to visit 
her as they miss her and love her. 
She also receives calls frequently 
from them. The grandmother 
of five proudly adds that she is 
fortunate enough to have four 
great-grandchildren now.

“I thank God that my grandchildren 
have always been very loving 
towards me. I am happy, as it is 
difficult to find grandchildren like 
this,” concludes Hua Yong.
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Honouring A Promise

Matchmaking was common 
practice in the old days. 89-year-
old Ling Kum Pheng’s mother 
was working in Singapore as an 
amah and asked him to come to 
Singapore from Hong Kong to 
work. The youngest in a family of 
four said, “I didn’t want to come 

here originally.” However, he 
obeyed his mother and came at 
the age of 23 to begin work in a 
cane factory. A charming young 
man, Kum Pheng was well liked 
by his boss, and also those of the 
female persuasion.
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“I am old-fashioned in the sense that I 
couldn’t disobey my mother. I felt it was 
my responsibility to marry her.”

“I didn’t want to get married so 
early,” Kum Pheng reveals. But his 
mother had other plans, and had 
made an agreement with another 
woman from Canton to marry off 
her 20-year-old daughter to him. 
“I am old-fashioned in the sense 
that I couldn’t disobey my mother. 
I felt it was my responsibility to 
marry her.” Even after the passing 
of his future mother-in-law, he felt 
that he had to go through with the 
marriage. “I had no choice but to 
accept it.”

Earning $60 per month at the 
time, Kum Pheng once asked his 
wife to find a better husband who 
earned more, but she insisted that 
she liked him and would follow him 
no matter what. Things took a turn 
for the better after his marriage, 
when his boss increased his pay 
to $160 a month. Five years later, 

Kum Pheng was promoted to be 
a supervisor.

Kum Pheng says that, even 
after years of marriage, he never 
once thought of the “D-word”. 
“Got children already so cannot 
divorce”, says the father of eight, 
explaining that he simply made 
his marriage work. Today, two 
of his children have passed on, 
but his family has burgeoned to 
include seven grandchildren and 
two great-grandchildren. 

Ling Kum Pheng, 89
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The old Woodbridge Hospital at Jalan Woodbridge in the 1960s.
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore

Ties That Bind

A bubbly and chatty lady, Sukina 
Binte Kitto certainly looks younger 
than she is. As the oldest of 10 
siblings, Sukina did not get the 
chance to attend school, having 
to stay at home instead to help 

her mother with chores and take 
care of her siblings.

“My kampong was located close 
to the old Woodbridge Hospital 
off Jalan Woodbridge. I used to 
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“I am very happy now. Though it was very 
difficult for me last time, I have no regrets. My 
children love me and take care of me well. For 
me, that is all that matters.”

Sukina Binte Kitto, 65

ride bicycles and play badminton 
and rounders with my neighbours. 
In the past, we were all friends in 
the kampong. There was no such 
thing as bullying then. Whenever 
you need help, you can just go into 
your neighbour’s house and ask 
for help.” Electronic devices were 
few and far between, so every 
afternoon, they would gather at an 
empty space in front of her house 
to talk and play together. Albeit 
inconvenient, the absence of 
communication devices actually 
encouraged neighbours to spend 
time together and fostered 
deeper ties. 

Close neighbourly ties formed 
means that Sukina still keeps 
in contact with her kampong 
friends. With telephones now 
commonplace, she often calls 
her old neighbours to chat, as 
well as to meet up for a meal 

or attend the weddings of her 
neighbours’ children. 

A single parent, Sukina’s life 
motto is “No matter how difficult 
it is, I must be strong.” She had 
to play the role of both father 
and mother, working two shifts 
to make ends meet when her 
children were young. “I am very 
happy now. Though it was very 
difficult for me last time, I have no 
regrets. My children love me and 
take care of me well. For me, that 
is all that matters.”
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Sharing her thoughts on the 
younger generation, Quay Sim 
points out, “I think that parents of 
this generation should be more 
patient and not shout and get 
frustrated with their children.” 
Perhaps influenced by her own 
strict father, who once took a 
hammer to her brother’s hand 
upon discovering he had learnt 
to smoke, Quay Sim adds, “I see 
that happen a lot. Kids are, after 
all, kids, and we need to be more 
tender and loving with them and 
not intimidate them.”

Children 
Are A Blessing
“The nuns there were very strict! If 
you were disruptive in class, failed 
your spelling, or simply did not 
study, they would cane your hands 
or your backside!” Fong Quay 
Sim vividly recalls of her convent 
school days. At 19, she went to 
the United Kingdom to study for 
7½ years, after which she decided 
to return to Singapore to work.

Quay Sim married late, when 
she was 34, to a man that she 
was match-made to. Sadly, the 
marriage, which she says is her 
life regret, turned rocky soon 
after. For Quay Sim, who is now 
in her 70s, the silver lining in her 
tumultuous marriage is her son, 
whom she is proud of and has 
little need to worry about. “He is 
a very good boy. I think he’s doing 
very well in [the veterinary industry 
in] Hong Kong.” 

Fong Quay Sim, 73
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“For Quay Sim… the silver lining in her 
tumultuous marriage is her son, whom she is 
proud of and has little need to worry about.”
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The Cost Of 
Raising A Family

81-year-old Tan Bak Lan is no 
stranger to adversity. Growing 
up during the turbulent days of 
World War II, her childhood was 
marred by persistent fear and 
uncertainty. Her entire family 
would remain vigilant round the 

clock, looking out for Japanese 
soldiers outside the windows of 
their home and hiding to avoid 
capture. The constant escape 
from the Japanese meant that Bak 
Lan had to sacrifice her schooling. 

Regardless of the extent of wear and tear, children in the past wore shoes as long as they were functional.
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“Our rental was about $3 
a month… we did not have 
electricity back then and the $3 
went to paying for water. But we 
might not get water every time we 
turn on the tap even though we 
paid for it!” she recalls. Married in 
the 1950s at the age of 20, Bak 
Lan still desired to attend school. 
However, with eight children to 
tend to, she turned her attention 
to raising them and cast her 
personal wishes aside.

With the significantly higher 
cost of living today, Bak Lan is 
skeptical about being able to 
afford raising eight children today, 
as compared to past decades. 
Her husband used to bring home 
$100 a month as a car mechanic, 
and $1 to $2 a day was all it took 
to settle her family’s meals at the 
market. Children were more easily 
satisfied too, says Bak Lan. They 

“However, with eight children to tend to, 
[Bak Lan] turned her attention to raising 
them and cast her personal wishes aside.”

wore shoes as long as they were 
functional, regardless of the extent 
of wear and tear.

Content with her present lifestyle, 
Bak Lan finds joy in interacting with 
those around her. Her daily routine 
centers on her grandchildren. 
Thanks to her knowledge of the 
English language, she shares 
that she faces little friction in 
communicating with them, and 
is able to understand and enjoy 
conversations in both English and 
Mandarin at home.

Tan Bak Lan, 81
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Going The Extra 
Mile For Family

Hailing from Batam, Indonesia, 
Lim Lik Lik would commute from 
Singapore, where she worked, 
to Indonesia every 25 days back 
to the village of Moro – an hour’s 
boat ride from Batam – to see her 
family. Her mother passed away 

when she was only 13, leaving Lik 
Lik and her five siblings to the care 
of their grandmother. 

Lik Lik never had the opportunity to 
attend school, but she maximised 
every opportunity she had to 

A typical village house.
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“Parents are worried about their children… 
do pick up phone calls when your parents 
call you. Don’t let them worry about you.”

Lim Lik Lik, 65 

acquire knowledge. She learned 
to speak and read Chinese 
from television programmes 
and listening to music. Because 
televisions were a luxury only 
enjoyed by upper-class families 
back then, she would regularly 
visit her neighbour’s house, 
where she could watch television 
programmes, even though she 
had no say in what programmes 
to watch. 

Besides being a mother to her 
seven children, Lik Lik also 
had to take on the role of sole 
breadwinner after the early 
passing of her husband. Her 
children were filial and obedient, 
never staying out late. Still working 
in Indonesia, she would be up 
by 4am to prepare for work at a 
coffee shop. Now, her children 
work both in and out of Indonesia, 
and they mainly communicate by 

phone, meeting only once a year 
due to their busy schedules.

She shared her wish that children 
today would pay more heed to their 
parents’ words and concerns. Her 
grandson once stayed out until 
the wee hours of the morning and 
missed his parents’ calls, leaving 
them extremely worried. “Parents 
are worried about their children… 
do pick up phone calls when your 
parents call you. Don’t let them 
worry about you.”
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Persevering Through

Newspapers delivered by independent vendors on bicycles were a common sight.
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Hew Ah Chin, who is 72 years old 
this year, came to Singapore from 
Malaysia at the age of 29 to get 
married here. Her husband was an 
odd job labourer, taking up jobs 
like selling newspapers or working 
in a coffee shop. Ah Chin became 
a homemaker, focusing on bringing 
up their two daughters. 

Although it was difficult during the 
years when their daughters were 
young, Ah Chin and her husband 
persevered. They managed to 
put both girls through secondary 
school, and the younger one 
eventually went on to complete 
university. It was only when she 
was 54 that Ah Chin received her 
permanent resident status, giving 
her the opportunity to work with 
her husband. 

Ah Chin has been staying with 
her youngest daughter since 
her husband passed away. She 
expressed her happiness that her 
two daughters are filial and gives 
her an allowance to spend. These 
days, she likes to spend her time 
at the seniors activity centre, 
where she interacts with other 
seniors playing games, catching 
up on the latest news, or just 
helping out around the centre.

Hew Ah Chin, 72

“Although it was difficult during the years 
when their daughters were young, Ah Chin 
and her husband persevered.”



20SENIORS’ JOURNEY PUTTING FAMILY FIRST 

Resilient   
Against The Odds
Salmiah Binte Sidin was just 19 
years old when she got married. 
Life was difficult for Salmiah and 
her family back then; she was 
separated from her father at a 
young age. She shared that she 
was not even aware that her 
father had passed away in a car 
accident until about a year later, 
when her mother told her.

Salmiah and her husband raised 
five children amidst family and 
financial difficulties – a feat that 
she credits to her bright outlook 
towards life. She shared that she 
and her husband were able to 
overcome their struggles because 
they firmly believed that it was 
their responsibility to bring their 
children up, since they were the 
ones who brought them into this 
world. Sadly, her husband passed 
on about 15 years ago, and 
Salmiah remarried. She continued 

to work as a cleaner in a hospital 
until she started to experience 
severe knee pain one and a half 
years ago.

Despite these setbacks, Salmiah‘s 
resilient spirit has kept her strong 
and positive. Now 62 years old, the 
proud mother finds consolation in 
the fact that her children, three of 
whom are currently working, are 
all grown up. She tries to exercise 
regularly, and heads over to the 
seniors activity centre for leisure 
activities and to make friends.

Salmiah Binte Sidin, 62
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“[Salmiah] shared that she and her husband 
were able to overcome their struggles 
because they firmly believed that it was their 
responsibility to bring their children up.”
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“When she was 15, 
Sow Lui became a 
waitress at Keong 
Siak Street…even 

though she did 
not go to school 

herself, she insisted 
that her younger 
brothers all went 

to school.” 

Shophouses built in the Late Shophouse architectural style at Keong Siak Street.
Photo: Singapore Tourist Promotion Board Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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A Noble Sacrifice
71-year-old Pang Sow Lui was 
the oldest of ten siblings. As the 
eldest, she did not attend school 
because she had to help her fruit-
seller father with his pushcart stall, 
do marketing and help her mother 
to look after the family. 

When she was 15, Sow Lui 
became a waitress at Keong 
Siak Street. Her stint was short-
lived; she left after a few months 
because her employer failed to 
pay her salary for three months. 
She worked in other restaurants 
in the Chinatown area, clocking 
long hours each day for $70 to 
$80 a month. She also worked as 
a waitress in Johor Bahru for two 
to three years. 

Sow Lui got married at the age of 
30 to a man 15 years her senior. 
After marriage, she took on various 
jobs, including a cleaner at a bank, 
where she eventually met someone 
who asked her to become a family 
domestic helper – a job that she 

continued to do for 22 years. 
She was earning about $500 per 
month by that time.

Still, Sow Lui is proud of the fact 
that even though she did not go 
to school herself, she insisted that 
her younger brothers all went to 
school. She shares that she was 
the one to bring her brothers to 
register for school at Pearl’s Hill. 
All of them have either completed 
their senior Cambridge or higher 
school certificate. Now Sow Lui 
lives alone, but she will still gather 
with her siblings and their families 
at the home of her youngest 
brother every Chinese New Year.

Pang Sow Lui, 71
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In Harmony 
With The In-Laws

Like many of her generation, Koh 
Ban Choo was born in Singapore 
into a large family. She had eight 
siblings; two older sisters, three 
older brothers, two younger 
brothers and one younger sister. 
Her father was a lorry driver, 
and home was an attap hut in 

the Redhill area. With so many 
mouths to feed, she recalled that 
her mother would cook a big pot 
of porridge for lunch and rice 
for dinner daily, along with some 
taugeh (bean sprouts), tau kwa 
(firm beancurd), long beans or 
steamed fish.

A rural Chinese kampong house with plank walls and attap roofs.
Photo: Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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“The family kept chicken, ducks, and 
pigs, and home duties were divided 
amongst the daughters-in-law.”

Koh Ban Choo, 75

Ban Choo began working at 
age 15 as a packer in a biscuit 
factory, and later got married 
at 23 to a bookstore employee. 
She moved in and lived with her 
in-laws in a large attap hut with 
five rooms, also in the Redhill 
area. Accustomed to living in a 
big family, Ban Choo was able to 
maintain happy and harmonious 
relationships with her sisters-
in-law. The family kept chicken,  
ducks and pigs, and home 
duties were divided amongst the 
daughters-in-law. Some cooked 
and some took care of the laundry, 
some were responsible for the 
house and some looked after the 
animals. Ban Choo’s duty was to 
make coffee in the morning and 
to keep the house clean. She 
was happy with these living and 
working arrangements, and had 
no complaints about her in-laws.

When the government developed 
the Redhill area, Ban Choo was 
resettled in a rental flat, still in 
Redhill. Now 75, she lives with 
her 86-year-old husband. They 
have two daughters and a son, all 
of who are married and have their 
own homes. They visit her and 
bring her and her husband out for 
meals, which she loves because 
that’s when she gets to meet her 
five grandchildren.
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sarong cloth weaving. “It is really 
good exercise for the legs and 
hands!” However, she stopped 
doing weaving after two years 
and decided to be an amah.

Prioritising Family

Chan Ngot You has dedicated 
her life to being a housewife and 
caring for her four children. The 
78-year-old grandmother of four 
shared that she was introduced 
at the age of 18 to the craft of 

Ngot You (front, 2nd from right), with three generations of her family.
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“Ngot You took it upon herself not just to care for 
her children’s needs, but also to cook lunch for 
her husband and his workers at their garage.”

As an amah, Ngot You had an 
unusual colleague. She worked 
side by side with her mother-
in-law for the same employer, 
although they both had different 
roles. Her mother-in-law would 
do the cooking, while Ngot You 
washed, ironed and cleaned. 
“We got along well; there were 
no conflicts,” said Ngot You. She 
stopped work as an amah when 
she became pregnant with her 
first child, and decided to be a 
full-time housewife. 

Ngot You took it upon herself 
not just to care for her children’s 
needs, but also to cook lunch for 
her husband and his workers at 
their garage. “My children are 
very well-behaved, so it was easy 
looking after them since birth,” 

she says, with a hint of pride. 
However, when the youngest 
daughter went to secondary 
school and there was “nothing for 
her to do at home”, she came out 
again to work at a steel factory 
in Aljunied from 1964 to 1968. 
The factory shifted to another 
location, and Ngot You stopped 
working for good to concentrate 
on her children and housework.

Chan Ngot You, 78
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Of Luck 
And Gratitude

Originally hailing from Bombay, 
Doola Sakina Esmail has been 
living in the Marine Parade area 
for the past 43 years. Glowing 
with an obvious sense of pride, 
she recounted how she and her 

husband were “the only people 
staying in the entire block” when 
they first moved into the newly built 
HDB. Ask her anything about the 
area’s history, and she will gladly 
share a delightful myriad of tales.

Marine Parade’s first HDB point-block flats at Marine Terrace in 1973.
Photo: Marine Parade Community Centre Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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“[Sakina] cheekily admits it is luck…that she 
managed to find a “good man” in an era of 
arranged marriages, especially in her culture.”

Doola Sakina Esmail, 72

The energetic 83-year-old spent 
much of her youth dabbling 
in different jobs and activities. 
Always keen to try new things, 
Sakina loved cooking and started 
a home-catering business that she 
ran for 25 years before moving 
on to tailoring. Unfortunately, her 
business endeavours came to a 
halt when her husband became 
bedridden. She became his 
full-time caretaker. Money soon 
became a constant worry, and 
caring for him was also physically 
and mentally demanding.

In spite of her circumstances, 
Sakina has only looked upon her 
situation with humble gratitude 
and a quiet optimism. She never 
once complained about her 
difficulties, and her eyes still lit up 
at every mention of her beloved 
husband. “It is luck,” she cheekily 
admits, when asked about her 

secret to a happy marriage, that 
she managed to find a “good man” 
in an era of arranged marriages, 
especially in her culture.

Although her care duties take 
up most of her time, she spends 
whatever free time she has 
volunteering at the seniors activity 
centre in Marine Parade. Proudly 
showing off some newly acquired 
balloon sculptures, Sakina 
whispered with glee that her 
husband would love them!
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Leaving Behind 
A Comfortable Life

Tan Chor Yee was born in 
Singapore into a well-to-do 
Teochew family before the war. 
Her father was a wholesale 
trader in seafood at the former 
Ellenborough Market by the 
Singapore River, then also known 
as the New Market, or Sin Pasat. 
She had the privilege of attending 

kindergarten and began primary 
education in a Chinese school, 
but quit after four years. Her 
father’s business was good and 
she enjoyed good food like bak 
kut teh, beef ball noodles and 
curry rice near her home in the 
Clark Quay area.

Ellenborough Market, or Sin Pasat, in Ellenborough Street by the Singapore River.
Photo: Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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Her elder son and youngest 
daughter now have families of 
their own, while she still lives with 
her 52-year-old daughter. As 
she reminisced, Chor Yee spoke 
with pride about how resilient 
she was. As the daughter of a 
wealthy family, she never had to 
do housework, but she learnt to 
cook to provide a livelihood for her 
family. Her children love her very 
much, and they are still her pride 
and joy.

Things took a downward turn after 
marriage. Chor Yee fell in love and 
got married to a “handsome man” 
when she was 20, moving out to 
live with her in-laws. However, her 
husband turned abusive and often 
beat her. By the time she was 30, 
Chor Yee had had enough and 
decided to leave him, taking their 
three children with her. 

Her elder boy and girl are 
speech and hearing-impaired, 
and to support her family Chor 
Yee became a food hawker 
selling fried bee hoon, green 
bean soup, prawn noodles and 
laksa. She lived in a one-room 
flat and left her children with her 
neighbours while she manned 
her stall. When she was older 
and managing the stall became 
difficult, she worked for others 
as a cook, and later as a hotel 
housekeeper and office cleaner.

Tan Chor Yee, 74

“As the daughter of a wealthy family, [Chor Yee] 
never had to do housework, but she learnt to cook 
to provide a livelihood for her family.”
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Instilling
Financial Foresight

Born in 1950, Samaah Rawee 
is the middle child out of her 
six siblings. She worked as 
an accounts provider, with 
responsibilities such as internal 
auditing that spanned across 
countries like Malaysia and 
Thailand. With constantly pressing 

deadlines, work often stretched 
from day to night.

Despite her long working hours 
and erratic schedule, Samaah 
adopted six children, including 
two boys from her late sister, 
and a five-month-old girl from 
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“First thing when you get your salary, 
don’t spend; save.”

Samaah Rawee, 65

her brother when his wife passed 
away from cancer. Behind her 
decision was the thought that she 
might spend her older years in 
solitude if she continued to remain 
single without a child. 

When Samaah’s elder siblings 
got married, she became the 
primary breadwinner in her family. 
With a resolute mind, she firmly 
believed in her ability to support 
her family and handle all their 
living expenses. Wanting to instil a 
similar sense of responsibility and 
gung-ho attitude in her children, 
Samaah would hand them money 
only when they were in need of 
it, instead of giving them a fixed 
allowance weekly. “First thing 
when you get your salary, don’t 
spend; save,” she advised them. 
Samaah herself walks the talk; 
she retired a decade ago and has 
been able to rely on her savings 
to maintain a comfortable lifestyle.

Today, Samaah’s children are 
married and well past the age of 30. 
All highly-educated, they currently 
hold senior positions in their 
respective companies and lead 
comfortable lives. Samaah, who 
does not take any money from her 
children and remains independent, 
opinies that we should prepare for 
our senior years in advance and 
age independently, relying less on 
our children. 
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A young Khu Meow Keng left her 
ancestral hometown in Chaozhou, 
China, at the tender age of eight 
and sailed for Singapore. Living 
in Chinatown and schooling at a 
primary school near the Jiu Shi Lin 
temple, she has fond memories 

A Sacrifice Of Love

of encounters with Samsui 
women, many of whom were also 
immigrants in search of a more 
stable livelihood.

Two years later, Meow Keng 
moved to Queenstown, into a 

Samsui women working at a construction site in the 1960s.
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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“Although her path hasn’t been easy, 
Meow Keng’s early sacrifices put her 
siblings through school…”

Khu Meow Keng, 68

14-storey Housing Development 
Board (HDB) flat that held the title 
of tallest building in Singapore 
at the time. The flat, which her 
family rented from the government 
at a rate of $40 a month, had 
a relatively small living space 
comparable to the two-room flats 
of today. Money was tight and 
her education short-lived – after 
completing Primary Three, Meow 
Keng had to drop out to help 
contribute to the family’s income 
by making fishballs with her 
mother to sell to canteen stalls in 
schools. Because machinery was 
expensive, they made all their 
fishballs by hand. 

After marriage, Meow Keng 
moved to her husband’s noodle-
making factory, where she worked 
as a cook responsible for the 
workers’ meals. Unfortunately, a 
series of heated family disputes 
after the passing of a brother-in-
law led to Meow Keng and her 

husband losing their share of the 
factory, and Meow Keng’s lack of 
academic qualifications made it 
near impossible for her to obtain 
another job with a stable income.

Although her path has not been 
easy, Meow Keng’s early sacrifices 
put her siblings through school 
and they now reside in private 
properties and are doing well. 
She still keeps in contact with 
them. Having witnessed the 
development of Singapore over the 
past few decades, she highlights 
how life has become much more 
comfortable over the years.



enjoying 
      LIFE’S LITTLE 
PLEASURES
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The Characters 
Of A Storyteller

“I am living alone too, so I understand how 
lonely and boring it can be. That’s why I want 
to find other seniors to talk to and make them 
laugh. I’ve got so many stories!”

Some of the vocations featured in Ah Chye’s figurine collection include policemen and soldiers.
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“They must be able to tell a 
story,” shared Ng Ah Chye, 
77, referring to his collection 
of 12-inch figurines and model 
airplanes, each one of which 
he painstakingly put together 
and accessorised himself. Each 
figurine is given a story according 
to the role it plays in real life. 
There are Malaysian policemen, 
soldiers in the Singapore Army, 
and gurkhas – the highly skilled 
soldiers from Nepal who form part 
of the Singapore Police Force as 
a special guard force. 

Not one to leave out his leading 
man or woman from a good 
storytelling session, Ah Chye 
enjoys inviting his friends over, 
where he can share to his heart’s 
content about his figurines while 
showing them off. Gamely, he 
tells the tale of each “character”, 
including how he acquired their 
clothing and weapons from local 
or overseas stores. 

Ah Chye’s deteriorating eyesight 
means that it is increasingly 
more difficult for him to build 
new figurines these days. 
Nevertheless, he insists that 
his daily schedule is packed as 
he spends his time reading the 
newspapers and meeting up 
with friends. His love of sharing 
stories is reflected in his desire 
to make the world a better place. 
He has been on the lookout for 
volunteering opportunities where 
he can visit and talk to other 
seniors who are living alone. “I am 
living alone too, so I understand 
how lonely and boring it can be. 
That’s why I want to find other 
seniors to talk to and make them 
laugh. I’ve got so many stories!”

Ng Ah Chye, 77
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Curiosity, Cultures 
And Chess

Even though he has travelled 
to many places, dim sum from 
Guangzhou still tops John Low 
Fook Meng’s list of his favourite 
foods. The sprightly 73-year-old 
counts China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, 

Japan, France and England among 
his favourite destinations. It was 
not his job, however, that afforded 
him these travelling opportunities 
– he was a statistical  officer in 
the Ministry of Trade and Industry 

John (left) engaging in a game of chess with a fellow senior.
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“I like travelling because I get to spend time with 
my family who are usually so busy at work.”

before his retirement at age 62. 
It was actually the family trips 
initiated by his daughters.

The father of three shared, “I 
like travelling because I get to 
spend time with my family who 
are usually so busy at work. I also 
like looking around at how people 
from other countries live and trying 
out different cuisines.” Despite his 
travels, John insists that he lives 
a simple life. Besides feeding his 
love for travel, his curious spirit 
allows him to enjoy and explore 
toys with his grandchildren. The 
doting grandfather does admit 
to being occasionally challenged 
by toys like Lego, which tests his 
patience and creativity. 

Patience is not a difficult skill to 
master for John, though! He is 

a frequent chess player, having 
enjoyed the game since young. 
Today, he still plays chess with 
his primary school friends, or on 
the computer when they are not 
available. This helps him keep 
his brain active and challenged. 
Playing chess also allows him 
to participate in his friends’ lives 
and reminisce about their primary 
school days. To John, the most 
important thing in life is “the 
people around you.”

Low Fook Meng, John, 73
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For The 
Love Of Singing

Lee Cheng Tet discovered his 
love for singing at the age of 51, 
and the dignified songbird has 
not stopped since. He credits 
his wife for this melodious turn 
of events back in 1998, sharing 
that she was the one who 
persuaded him to sing a duet 
with her on their karaoke system. 
Cheng Tet recounts, “Back then, 
I was not sure if I could sing at 

all but I always just enjoyed my 
wife’s singing”. 

After their first duet, the couple’s 
passion for singing has given 
them opportunities to perform 
both solos and duets at various 
old folks’ homes, charity functions, 
roadshows, and community events. 
Cheng Tet can even perform songs 
in various languages! Apart from 

Cheng Tet overcame stage fright and now confidently enjoys performing on stage.
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Lee Cheng Tet, 68

“…My advice is to believe in your ability 
and enjoy your hobby!”

performing, Cheng Tet has also 
been volunteering as a treasurer at 
his neighbourhood seniors activity 
centre for 15 years.

Having volunteered his vocals 
for over 10 years now, Cheng 
Tet says that he enjoys singing 
immensely. “I love singing because 
it is very healthy for our lungs 
and diaphragm. It increases self-
esteem and confidence, evokes 
emotions and promotes bonding 
among people to encourage a 
sense of community,” he points out. 

Performing did not come naturally, 
though. Cheng Tet had to first 
overcome his share of jitters and 
stage fright. Driven by his love of 
song, he worked hard at it and 
has developed over time a list 
of helpful tips that he practices 
diligently. His tips include 
breathing in and out slowly to 
relax the lungs and diaphragm, 
simple warm up exercises, saying 
a hearty “Ha Ha Ha!” to clear the 
air passages and taking a small 
gulp of plain lukewarm water. 

When performing, he has also 
learnt to look far ahead above 
the heads of the audience. Yet, 
he stresses, nothing is more 
important than practicing until 
one can comfortably handle the 
pitch, diction and other nuances 
of the songs.

Cheng Tet hopes that his own 
experience will encourage other 
seniors to pursue their hobbies, be 
they new interests or old ones. He 
shares, “For a start, I was not sure 
about taking up singing due to my 
stage fright. But I did, and now I 
can handle myself confidently on 
stage. So my advice is to believe in 
your ability and enjoy your hobby!” 
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Enjoying Plants 
And Entertainment

“I enjoy gardening because it is so relaxing, and 
I get so excited when I see flowers blooming!”

Ah Sai’s green fingers were cultivated since his kampong days.
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“I’d rather not marry, than to marry 
someone I do not love at all,” said 
Chong Ah Sai, when asked about 
romance and his favourite flower, 
the rose. An avid gardener, the 
73-year-old manages the mini-
garden outside the seniors activity 
centre at MacPherson. His love 
for gardening grew during his 
kampong days when he would 
help his mother grow vegetables. 
“I enjoy gardening because it is so 
relaxing, and I get so excited when 
I see flowers blooming!”

Ah Sai spends a few hours each 
day tending to his plants. The 
remaining time is dedicated 
to reading the news, listening 
to music or watching movies. 
Reading the newspapers keeps 
him up to date with happenings 
around the world (his pet topics 
include politics, history and social 
issues), while music keeps him 
relaxed. He shared, “I listen to all 
types of music – popular songs, 

orchestra pieces and Fujian 
(Chinese dialect) songs. It is 
important to have hobbies. It can 
help to prevent heart attacks!”

His preference in shows is equally 
eclectic, ranging from Chinese 
variety shows like “The Brain”, 
to Hollywood blockbuster hits 
like “Troy” and even animated 
favourites like “Ratatouille”. There 
is, however, one movie that Ah 
Sai has been waiting excitedly 
to watch. “I haven’t watched 
“Titanic”! I’m still waiting for my 
friend to pass me the DVD!”

Chong Ah Sai, 73



learning 
      FOR LIFE

Photo: Courtesy of the Low family. 
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The Balloon Man

“The Balloon Man”, as colleagues 
fondly call him at his workplace, 
has become a familiar sight to 
many at local charity events. Teo 
Ek Thong, currently in his early 
50s, has been wowing local 
crowds since he picked up the 

art of balloon sculpting eight 
years ago.

Wielding a half-done Elsa (the 
Snow Queen in the movie 
“Frozen”) in his dexterous hands, 
Ek Thong explains with a wry 

Ek Thong’s masterpiece – a balloon sculpture of Queen Elsa 
from the movie “Frozen”.
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People’s Association formed a 
balloon sculpting interest group in 
2011, he was naturally drawn to 
it and even pioneered the current 
balloon interest groups at Punggol 
Community Club and Bukit Timah 
Community Club.

Today, Ek Thong is certainly a 
person in high demand! While 
managing a full-time job, he 
spends at least three of his monthly 
weekends helping out in charity 
and volunteer events, parties, 
and occasionally at weddings. 
In response a comment on the 
unique shape and design of his 
balloons, he proudly states, “If I’m 
going to do something, I’ll make 
sure I do it nice.”

“If I’m going to do something, 
I’ll make sure I do it nice.”

smile that he decided to pick up 
balloon sculpting because he 
“didn’t like to queue for balloons” 
for his two children. Now, his 
children have grown up, but Ek 
Thong is still practising his craft. 
“It’s fun! it’s an art,” he enthuses. 
From realistic Yoshi balloons to 
smiling Doraemon characters, the 
delighted expression on children’s 
faces when they receive the 
product of his painstaking labour 
constantly encourages him to be 
the best at what he does.

It was this passion that led him 
to take on balloon sculpting at a 
professional level. Egged on by 
his colleagues, Ek Thong started 
small; he volunteered to man a 
balloon stall at his company’s 
charity event in 2006, and 
conducted balloon sculpting 
classes at the company’s 
recreation club. Realising that he 
loved the art form, he became 
a balloon sculpting trainer and 
now conducts classes for various 
Residents’ Committees and 
Community Clubs. When the Teo Ek Thong, 52
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Passionate 
About Retail

“Not afraid to dream big, Jenny shared that 
her plans for next year include pursuing a 
diploma in retail management.”

Jenny’s wide-ranging interest in the realm of retail range from store displays to more technical aspects such 
as cashiering.
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Jenny Tan Soon Noy, 64

“I haven’t studied for 30 years! It 
is very hard to manage,” shared 
Jenny Tan Soo Noy, 64, who has 
been taking retail management 
courses for the past two years. 
After retiring from her job as a 
corporate support officer at the 
National Institute of Education 
(NIE), she took up a part-time 
retail job to pass time and to 
support her ailing father. While 
her 40 years in NIE may have 
inspired a love for learning, it is 
only after retirement that Jenny 
has had more time on her hands 
to pursue the courses she likes.

From dealing with the aesthetics 
of the store to technical skills  
such as cashiering, Jenny is 
looking for opportunities to 
expand her knowledge of the retail 
world. At the recommendation of 
her company, the enthusiastic 
learner underwent a seven-
month management supervision 
course and picked up the “soft 
skills” of retail management. She 
added: “I enjoyed the course 
very much because they taught 
us how to solve problems and 

how to communicate better with 
customers and colleagues. It was 
fun.” Working four to five days a 
week has brought her closer to 
her colleagues, who are usually 
younger than her. “They are very 
nice people. They always ask 
me to go out with them,” she     
smiled shyly.

Outside of work, Jenny engages 
in craft courses such as crochet, 
sewing and paper art at community 
centres. She also enjoys reading 
books, particularly English books, 
to improve her English amidst the 
Chinese-speaking environment 
at home. Not afraid to dream 
big, Jenny shared that her plans 
for next year include pursuing a 
diploma in retail management.
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A Baker’s Dreams
Already making plans for 
retirement, Dolly Cheong, 57, 
wants to stay active and use her 
time to pursue the things she loves. 
Her roster of activities currently 
includes taking up a part-time job, 
volunteering, reading and baking. 
The baking enthusiast shared 
that she would probably allocate 
more time towards baking, and is 
already looking forward to taking 
up full-time baking courses after 
her retirement.

Dolly’s passion for baking first 
started during a Hari Raya 
celebration at a friend’s house. “I 
went to her house for Hari Raya 
and her cookies were so good! 
So I asked her for the recipes.” 
Since then, the mother of three 
has been asking for recipes from 
different friends and trying them 
out at home, persevering through 
various attempts to finally taste 
the sweet success of a perfected 
pastry. Her current favourites 

include mooncakes and cookies, 
and she is eager to try baking 
different types of cakes soon.

Currently working as a sales 
support executive, Dolly has 
worked in the telecommunications 
industry for 30 years. Her journey 
through what she called “her 
first and hopefully last job” has 
not been easy. Much as she 
loves her job, Dolly admits that 
it can be challenging, “The job 
gradually becomes more fast-
paced and stressful, and it is 
challenging having to keep up 
with technology.” Yet, nothing 
is too difficult for Dolly as she is 
always open to learning.

Dolly Cheong, 57
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“A baking enthusiast, [Dolly] shared that she 
would probably allocate more time towards 
baking, and is already looking forward to taking 
up full-time baking courses after her retirement.”

Mooncakes are a favourite of Dolly’s, a baking enthusiast who intends to take up full-time baking courses 
after retiring.
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A Life Of 
Industriousness

“Constantly seeking to improve herself, [Peggy] 
eventually returned to school to study.”

After retiring, Peggy returned to school and is currently learning Japanese.
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An industrious nature and a love 
for learning characterises Wong 
Yoke Sim, Peggy’s life. As a child, 
she lived in shophouses along 
Bugis and Chinatown. After she 
finished her primary education, 
Peggy dropped out of school. 
After getting married to her hawker 
husband and having three kids, 
she continued to work. Constantly 
seeking to improve herself, she 
eventually returned to school to 
study. Even until today, the retired 
62-year-old is learning Japanese.

Currently, she lives in a happy 
family with four grandchildren, 
with whom she communicates 
effectively without any language 
barriers. However, her grandchildren 
do speak English more often 
than Chinese. Of Cantonese 
descent, Peggy communicates 
with her grandchildren in this 

dialect. When asked if she 
minds that her grandchildren 
are more conversant in English 
than in their native dialect, her 
easy-going manner emerges, “If 
they understand, they will learn. 
Otherwise, they will not.”

Peggy urges youths today to study 
hard. She is glad to see her children 
and grandchildren graduate and 
live happily, and would love to see 
more young people enjoying their 
lives like them. 

Wong Yoke Sim, Peggy, 62
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Unconventional 
Musical Endeavours

The hulusi, or cucurbit flute, is a free reed wind instrument from China. It is held vertically and has three 
bamboo pipes which pass through a gourd wind chest.

“There is no age limit to learning.”
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“There is no age limit to learning,” 
said 64-year-old Chia Shih Thow, 
who picked up the hulusi. This 
Chinese instrument is also known 
as the cucurbit flute. He is now 
in Grade 6 and is determined to 
continue playing and achieving 
higher levels.

With his unusual choice of 
musical instrument, Shih Thow 
had the opportunity to perform 
at some community centre 
events, which he says was a 
“good experience” for him. The 
musically talented senior takes 
part in Marine Parade Community 
Centre’s interest group for hulusi, 
and sometimes helps to teach 
fellow seniors how to play the 
instrument. Besides the flute, Shih 
Thow is also engaged in another 
musical endeavour – being part 
of a community centre Hakka 
singing group; it has allowed him 
to widen his circle of friends.

Musical pursuits aside, Shih Thow 
is also active at a seniors activities 
centre, where he engages fellow 
seniors by facilitating games 
like bingo, and is in charge of a 
segment where he updates the 
seniors on major newsworthy 
happenings. Shih Tow also does 
home visits and befriends seniors 
who are living alone in rental 
blocks as part of his regular 
volunteer work.

Chia Shih Thow, 64
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Never Too Late 
To Learn

Phua Kok How might be a familiar 
face to long-time residents at Old 
Kallang Road, where he had a 
bakery specialising in “all kinds of 
cakes and breads”. His pastries 

of choice are festive favourites, 
such as pineapple tarts for Lunar 
New Year and mooncakes for 
Mid-Autumn Festival. However, 
the long hours and fatigue took 

A seasoned baker, Kok How used to run a bakery at Old Kallang Road specialising in all kinds of 
cakes and breads.
Photo: Courtesy of the Low family. 
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Phua Kok How, 73

“I never got to learn Hanyu Pinyin when I 
was younger, so now I’m learning all I can!”

their toll, leading the 73-year-old 
to close shop after 30 years in 
business. But every cloud has a 
silver lining, and Kok How shared 
that this turn of events opened 
up more time for him to pursue 
other interests. 

Seizing the opportunity, Kok How 
signed himself up for courses 
such as Hanyu Pinyin classes, just 
for the fun of learning! Making up 
for lost time, he shared, “I never 
got to learn Hanyu Pinyin when I 
was younger, so now I’m learning 
all I can!” He is also an active 
volunteer, helping to conduct 
regular home visits to other 
seniors in the community to keep 
track of their health conditions, 
such as high blood pressure and 
cholesterol levels.

In his free time, Kok How meets up 
with his primary school buddies for 
karaoke sessions. “It is important 
to keep using our brains at this 
age. Singing requires practising, 
so I am forced to memorise the 
lyrics in the process!” Karaoke 
remains his preferred leisure 
activity to date.



giving IS 
    RECEIVING

Photo: Courtesy of the Low family. 
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The Value 
Of Appreciation

Thanaletchimi d/o Saminathan 
(or Letchimi, as she prefers to be 
known), 58, has been volunteering 
at a seniors activity centre at 
MacPherson for seven years. 
More multilingual than most young 

people today, she can speak and 
understand several languages 
such as Malay, Mandarin and 
even Hokkien (a Chinese dialect)! 
Letchmi works closely with the 
centre’s administrators to carry 

Fluent in Malay, Mandarin, and even Hokkien, Letchimi often volunteers as a translator amongst her 
fellow seniors.
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“Being appreciative is a value [Letchimi]
treasures very much, and also one that she 
is trying to nurture in her grandchildren.”

out daily activities and help out 
as a translator among her fellow 
neighbours. Not one to shy away 
from menial tasks, she also cleans 
the toilet and mops the floor at the 
centre. She admitted that she can 
be impatient with her neighbours 
at times, “I really don’t like it when 
the centre staff are trying their best 
to cater to everyone but some of 
them don’t seem to appreciate it. 
All of us are trying our best.”

Being appreciative is a value she 
treasures very much, and also 
one that she is trying to nurture 
in her grandchildren, whom she 
describes as “noisy and spoilt”. 
The grandmother of seven 
is teaching them to be more 
religious and “scared of God” so 
that they will be more appreciative 
and help those who are suffering. 

This was also how she brought 
up her two sons.

Despite her commitments at 
home and at the centre, Letchimi 
still makes time for herself and her 
friends to go karaoke or dancing. 
Lighting up at the mention of 
dance, she shared, “I do Chinese, 
Malay, and Indian dances! But 
Indian dance is harder. It is more 
vigorous and very tiring.”

Thanaletchimi d/o Saminathan, 58
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More Than Words

“I think [learning other languages] is important 
as it gives me a chance to learn about the 
cultures of other races. Learning their language 
breaks down the language barrier and I can 
talk to them more easily.”

Poh Hua often helps to “broadcast” news to seniors by sharing with them news reports that have relevant 
stories and colourful pictorials.
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In Chia Poh Hua’s opinion, she 
cannot rely on her two children 
forever and believes that it is 
important that she has her own 
interests and personal space. The 
64-year-old is not only working as 
a part-time clerk, she is also active 
as a volunteer.

On alternate Mondays, Poh 
Hua transforms into a “news 
broadcaster” to seniors, collecting 
newspapers that have colourful 
pictorials and relevant stories to 
report and show to them. She 
also makes regular family visits 
to seniors in the Marine Parade 
area to find out about their living 
conditions and make conversation 
with them.

“Seeing people happy will make 
ourselves happy too!” is a motto 
that Poh Hua lives by. She shared 
that, “Even though sometimes, 
when we say “Hi” to some people, 
they might be unfriendly to us in 
the beginning, but after saying 
“Hi” to them several times, they will 
open up and say “Hi” back to us.”

Poh Hua is not one to shy away 
from chatting with her neighbours, 
even though they are from different 
races. She has picked up Malay 
so that she can easily converse 
with her Malay neighbours, and 
she even teaches them simple 
Chinese words and phrases too.
Truly one to embrace Singapore’s 
multicultural character, she 
explains, “I think this is important 
as it gives me a chance to learn 
about the cultures of other races.
Learning their language breaks 
down the language barrier and I 
can talk to them more easily.”

Chia Poh Hua, 64
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Leading Others In 
Art And Activity

Ramlah leading the exercise programme at the seniors activity centre.

“My favourite volunteering activities include 
playing the drums, doing art and painting, 
and teaching my friends how to exercise 
with simple hand and leg movements.”
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“My favourite volunteering 
activities include playing the 
drums, doing art and painting, 
and teaching my friends how 
to exercise with simple hand 
and leg movements,” shared 
Ramlah Binte Atan, who leads 
the exercise programme at 
the seniors activity centre in 
MacPherson on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays. Posing proudly in front 
of one of the Centre’s art pieces 
that she painted with fellow 
senior volunteers, the 67-year-old 
attributes her active lifestyle and 
nimbleness to her experience as 
a hawker of 10 years.

Ramlah used to own a food stall 
at Changi Road, dishing up local 
fare such as mee goreng, mee 
siam, and nasi biryani. Under the 
persuasion of her son, however, 
she sold the store a few years 

ago. “My son was not happy 
because he doesn’t want me to 
work too hard at my age.” Despite 
that, business has not entirely 
ceased as Ramlah’s cooking is 
still in high demand! The mother 
of three still takes orders from 
friends, former customers, and the 
Centre during special occasions. 
She also loves spending time with 
her six grandchildren whom she 
cooks for and plays with when 
they come to visit.

Ramlah Binte Atan, 67
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A Passion For People
A familiar volunteer at Bright 
Vision Hospital, Rajeswary d/o 
Velayutham, 55, loves bringing 
joy to people, particularly children. 
Having learnt balloon sculpting 
recently from a colleague “since 
children love balloons”, she hopes 
to be given more opportunities to 
volunteer with these new skills. 

A people person, the mother of 
two shared that people often 
approach her with their problems. 
“I can be a counsellor! I get along 
with most people and they always 
come to me when they want to 
have their problems solved.” It is 
no wonder that she is the hotline 
to call when her children want 
to seek advice, whether about 
work or relationships. “They have 
been doing so since young,” 
says Rajes, clearly proud of her 
close relationships with her son 
and daughter, aged 25 and 24 
respectively, who have recently 
graduated from university.

With more free time on her hands 
after her children’s graduation, 
Rajes regularly signs up for 
dance and exercise lessons like 
yoga and Bollywood dancing at 
Community Clubs and Centres. 
She also takes part in Workforce 
Skills Qualifications courses to 
upgrade herself and keep her 
skills relevant to the changing 
market. Currently, she is looking 
out for more eldercare course, in 
hopes to better prepare herself to 
care for her ageing mother.

Rajeswary d/o Velayutham, 55
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“A familiar volunteer at Bright Vision 
Hospital, [Rajes], loves bringing joy to 
people, particularly children.”

Rajes picked up balloon sculpting recently from a colleague in order to make them for children 
when volunteering.
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In Good Company
Volunteering has two broad goals 
for Bey Ah Moy – getting closer 
to people, and being able to 
contribute. That is why she prefers 
to volunteer for events that allow 
her to help other seniors (such 
as helping them up buses) and 
learn about them at the same 
time. Under no illusions that her 
frequent volunteering requires her 
to be healthy, Ah Moy exercises 
regularly by doing aerobics. 
“Sweating feels very good”, the 
73-year-old shared. This attitude 
has kept her volunteering spirit 
going for eight years!

Ah Moy also proffers her cooking 
skills by churning out dishes such 
as fried bee hoon, and pastries 
like the popular nine-layer cake 

once a week for the senior activity 
centre near her block. To Ah Moy, 
who enjoys company, food has 
the natural ability to bring people 
together. One group of people 
she would love to share her food 
more with is youths. “I appreciate 
it when youths come and speak to 
seniors like us. It’s always nice to 
have more people to talk to.” 

Beh Ah Moy, 73
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“Volunteering has two broad goals 
for Ah Moy – getting closer to people, 
and being able to contribute.”

Ah Moy (front) helping to prepare lanterns with a fellow senior for the Mid Autumn Festival festivities.
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The Spirit Of 
Neighbourliness
Mugiah Binte Karjo’s husband was 
part of the British Army fighting 
against the Japanese during 
World War II. He died in Sabah 
just one month after their marriage. 
When asked how she felt after his 
passing, she replied, “lonely.”

Alone after her husband’s passing, 
Mugiah adopted a Malay boy of 
about 5 years old, and single-
handedly raised him to adulthood. 
Besides learning how to care for 
him as a first-time mother without 
her husband, she also had to 
provide for the both of them. 
Bringing up her son alone was 
difficult, but Mugiah overcame the 
hardship through sheer grit and 
determination. Her son is now 
working as a cleaning supervisor 
and they remain close to this day. 

Now 81 and living on her own, 
Mugiah’s pet cat is her beloved 
companion, and she desires 

to spend the rest of her years 
happily. Although she underwent 
an operation on both knees about 
five years ago and has difficulty 
walking at her age, Mugiah is 
still fond of helping others. She 
enjoys visiting her neighbours 
to have friendly chats with them, 
and often helps other frail seniors 
in buying breakfast or groceries 
from the nearby food centre and 
market. She says that she has a 
very simple philosophy in life: to 
live one day at a time, and live each 
day meaningfully and happily.

Mugiah Binte Karjo, 81
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“[Mugiah] has a very simple philosophy in life: 
to live one day at a time, and live each day 
meaningfully and happily.”

Mugiah (centre), pictured here with her neighbour and goddaughter, enjoys visiting her neighbours and 
chatting with them.
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Two Is Better 
Than One

Tan Alek Ivy, 72 and Foo Siang Kee James, 75
Ivy and James, seen here with their ukeleles, often volunteer in a variety of activities together.

Tan Alek Ivy, 72, and Foo Siang 
Kee James, 75, first met while Ivy 
was training to be a nurse at Tan 
Tock Seng Hospital. They fondly 
recall the days when James’ cousin 
would organise outings for the 

nursing hostel group to meet up 
with eligible bachelors. James was 
a dashing young policeman then, 
during the era when policemen 
wore shorts. Having been together 
for decades, Ivy and James have 
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“[Ivy and James] …hope that future generations 
will not only improve Singapore further, but also 
help share Singapore into a more gracious society.”

become stronger as a couple; she 
serves as his ears and speaks for 
the both of them, as James is a 
little hard of hearing.

Together, they volunteer in 
organising events and activities 
for the Residents’ Committee in 
Choa Chu Kang. One can see 
that the couple are seasoned and 
experienced volunteers from their 
impressive list of events, ranging 
from children’s parties to community 
fun-walks, community singing and 
even public education initiatives 
such as for crime prevention.

Beyond volunteering, Ivy and James 
love travelling, going for three to 

four trips a year, most recently to 
Hawaii, Laos, and Malaysia. They 
also have their separate pastimes. 
Ivy loves to sing and meet up 
with friends to exchange ideas 
(or “kaypoh-ing”, as her husband 
would call it), or gather friends to 
go on group bargain hunts and 
deliberate over which shopping 
malls have the latest and greatest 
sales. James would meet up with 
his own mates for coffee to debate 
and chew over world affairs. They 
are grateful that Singapore is 
peaceful and prosperous, and 
hope that future generations will 
not only improve Singapore further, 
but also will help shape Singapore 
into a more gracious society.
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overseas education and got his 
first job when he was 21. 

At the age of 26, Morris 
volunteered to be part of his 
employer company’s marching 
troupe in Singapore’s first-ever 

Of Parades 
And Jubilees

Morris Ng Kian Leong, 74, came 
to Singapore when he was 16 
years old. Enrolled in a private 
school, he was not interested in 
chasing paper qualifications and 
did not do well in school initially. 
He was, however, able to get an 

A contingent marching past City Hall in the first National Day Parade at the Padang in 1966.
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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“[Morris] recalls marching proudly as the 
flag bearer of his group, and saluting to 
then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and 
President Yusof Ishak.”

Morris Ng Kian Leong, 74

National Day Parade in 1966. 
He recalls marching proudly as 
the flag bearer of his group, and 
saluting to then-Prime Minister 
Lee Kuan Yew and President 
Yusof Ishak. This remains one of 
the proudest moments in his life.

Five years later, Morris moved to a 
clothing company. The work was 
good, and Morris was a seasoned 
globetrotter by the time he retired, 
having travelled across Asia to set 
up offices for his company and 
recruit talents for the business.

Having seen the world, Morris 
now prefers to spend his time 
in Singapore. The energetic 
septuagenarian enjoys brisk 
walking and even has bi-monthly 
3.5-hour hikes along the Southern 
Ridges worked into his schedule. 
The hikes involve going up and 
down Mount Faber – not an easy 
challenge for anyone! Morris 

remains active, enjoying regular 
volunteer work and a variety 
of other interests. Having just 
learnt drumming, he displayed 
his great zest for life in a recent 
performance at the National 
Library. Not satisfied with just 
the drums, he plans to learn the 
ukulele as well. 

When asked what he is looking 
forward to, a broad smile breaks 
out. “Singapore’s 50th anniversary 
year!” Morris answered proudly.
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A Hippie Friend 
To The Gangs

A resident of Telok Blangah since 
he got married in 1975, Yap Choo 
Hock shared that, “When I moved 
here, there were a lot of secret 
societies and gangs, and there 
would be fights every month.” 
That didn’t scare the 68 year old, 

though. “I knew some of them 
well, so I would advise them not 
to fight among those living in the 
same neighbourhood despite our 
differences. Furthermore, there is 
nothing to gain from fighting! But 
often, they still fought.”

A common poster in barber shops across Singapore featuring the “hippie” hairstyle that was fashionable in 
the 1960s.
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“I knew some of them well, so I would advise them not 
to fight among those living in the same neighbourhood 
despite our differences. Furthermore, there is nothing 
to gain from fighting!”

Standing by his convictions, Choo 
Hock would also tell them to work 
rather than fight with each other, 
and even found some of them 
jobs. The thought of joining a gang 
never crossed his mind – “I was 
in my late 20s. I did not smoke 
or drink. I was not interested in 
being in a gang.” Funnily enough, 
some of the gangsters regarded 
him as a part of the group as he 
“looked like a hippie and I kept 
long hair,” said Choo Hock, with 
a grin. There was one gangster, 
however, who was particularly 
friendly towards him and would 
often come around to chit-chat. 
Choo Hock still keeps in touch 
with him today.

Living amongst gangsters did 
have an impact on how Choo 
Hock brought up his children. “I 
was very strict with my children 
as I told them not to go out after 
school and to come back home 
and study. If they played outside, 

I would accompany them. I didn’t 
allow them to hang out with other 
children, as some of them had 
bad habits.”

Besides the prevalence of gangs 
in the area, Choo Hock shared 
that there were Malay kampongs, 
a vegetable farm, and a hotel 
called Shamrock, which has now 
turned into a condominium. “This 
area has changed a lot,” said the 
father of three, adding that he is 
particularly happy that there are 
now more places to eat. “I will 
miss the area if I have to move.”

Yap Choo Hock, 68
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“I got bullied by gangsters when 
I was younger. I got sick of it, so 
I joined the Police Force,” shared 
74-year-old Gregory Lee. “Every 
day I had to fight with them, 
sometimes up to seven gangsters 
at a time. I had to toughen myself 
up to instill justice.” He joined 
the Police at the age of 18, and 
started as a detective. He was 
later recruited to the Riot Squad 
for a year, before transferring 
to the Criminal Investigation 
Department. “It was a dangerous 
job. Sometimes the gangsters 
would take out a knife or point a 
gun at you, but I wasn’t afraid as 
I was trained to be brave.” His 
career in the Police Force lasted 
six to seven years, after which he 
resigned, as the pay was low – a 
meagre $219 a month.
 
Gregory shared that he married 
a woman from Malaysia, whom 
he met when she was living in 
Singapore alone. It was only after 
marrying that he found out that she 
had two children. Still, he decided 

The Good Samaritan
to adopt the younger one, who 
was only three at the time. After 
12 years of marriage, the couple 
divorced, but Gregory told his wife 
that he wanted responsibility to 
care for the children, and is now a 
proud grandfather of eight.

Gregory’s unconventional thinking 
is also evidenced by his regular 
blood donation. Despite his 
parents’ belief in the superstition 
that donating blood would make 
one lose his life, Gregory made his 
first blood donation at 18, and has 
since donated over 100 times. “At 
the time, hospitals needed blood 
and I wanted to help. If you do 
good things, you get good things.”

Gregory Lee Mui Puang, 74
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“Despite his parents’ belief in the superstition 
that donating blood would make one lose his 
life, Gregory made his first blood donation at 
18, and has since donated over 100 times.”

A young man giving blood in a donation drive on Blood Donation Day in 1986.
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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Disciplining 
The Troublemakers

86-year-old Gn Luck Joo, who 
came to Singapore when she was 
10, was a Chinese teacher in a 
primary school in her younger days. 
During the Japanese Occupation, 
she was forced to learn Japanese, 
and had little exposure to English, 

which she said limited her career 
choices thereafter. When the 
war was over, she resumed her 
education at an institution for 
teachers, graduating in 1950, and 
subsequently teaching until she 
retired at age 33.

Luck Joo (first row, 5th from left) in a old school picture during the 1950s.
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“In the past, teachers were held in high 
regard and were allowed to mete out 
punishment with a cane.”

Being a teacher, Luck Joo had 
numerous memorable anecdotes 
of her students, especially the 
troublemakers in school. In the 
past, she shared, teachers were 
held in high regard and were 
allowed to mete out punishment 
with a cane. One incident involved 
a girl who had her lips taped by 
an English teacher, which led 
to complaints by her parents 
to the principal. The unruly and 
disrespectful girl was caned 
by Luck Joo, and eventually 
changed her ways after a tense 
confrontation with her. 

Recalling another episode, this 
time with a triad member’s son, 
Luck Joo recounts the father’s 
loyalty to the teachers. She had 
reprimanded the son for talking 
in a test, and he had shot back a 
strongly defiant rebuttal. This led 
to a meeting with the father. Upon 
hearing of the incident, the father 
slapped the son for not obeying 
his teacher’s instruction. Taken 

aback, the son did eventually 
apologise tearfully.

These days, although the mother 
of four stays close to one of her 
daughters, she prefers to be 
independent. She is happy to 
mingle with fellow seniors at the 
seniors activity centre to share 
common stories and experiences. 
Luck Joo loves calligraphy and 
drawing. Due to her age, however, 
her eyesight has deteriorated 
and she is unable to resume her 
hobbies. Accepting this, Luck Joo 
looks forward and is contented 
to be at the centre, enjoying the 
planned activities.

Gn Luck Joo, 86
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Work Gets 
You Thinking

Raymond Cheong’s childhood is 
peppered with memories of Bedok 
Boys’ School and the now-defunct 
Haig Boys’ School. He credits 
the latter’s English-speaking 

environment for enabling him to 
grasp the English language at an 
early age; he learnt each word by 
heart through rote memorisation 
and many dictation tests.

A Malay hawker selling his “kueh” or cakes in a kampong.
Photo: Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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“When asked if he prefers his working life or 
retirement more, Raymond chose the former.”

Raymond Cheong

In those days, there was less to 
worry about. Living in a kampong 
formerly at Onan road in the 
Katong area, Raymond’s family 
could sustain themselves by 
growing their own food. Telephone 
and handphone bills were almost 
unheard of, and there were only 
water and electricity bills to 
be concerned over. Raymond 
fondly recalls the mobile food 
hawkers, who would pedal on 
their bicycles to bring food in and 
out of the kampong. As food was 
literally brought to their doorstep, 
Raymond and his family hardly 
had to travel far to buy food.

Raymond moved from his first 
job at a petrol kiosk to being 
a construction worker for a 
company that built private houses. 
Through sheer persistence and 
effort, he became extremely 
adept at operating the company’s 
Caterpillar tractors and bulldozers, 
even finding joy in his mastery of 

the role. He eventually retired at 
62, after 40 years at a company 
supplying construction equipment 
– a job he took on at the 
recommendation of his brother-
in-law. 

Now, Raymond spends his days 
in retirement attending mass, 
meeting up with his friends, and 
relaxing to Elvis Presley numbers 
and other golden oldies. When 
asked if he prefers his working 
life or retirement more, Raymond 
chose the former, explaining, 
“work gets you thinking.”
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When Colleagues And 
Neighbours Were Family

As the only child of a driver and 
a housewife, Samah Binte Ali 
shared a very close relationship 
with her neighbours in the Malay 
kampong close to Jalan Pagar 
where she grew up. “The kampong 
was very good, you know. There 
was no need for keys at all. We 
were that close.” Meals were 

simple, usually consisting only of 
rice and sambal chili. Electrical 
appliances like the television were 
also uncommon, and “everybody 
in the kampong would go to the 
house of the person who had a 
television. Watching television 
then was considered a treat and 
something really special.” 

Members of the community gathering to watch television together in the 1960s. 
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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“I, too, only know my neighbours staying across 
from my flat. I really miss that community spirit 
we had in the kampong though.”

If given a choice, Samah would 
still prefer to stay in a kampong. 
“Last time, we would know 
everybody in the kampong. Now, 
some of us do not even know our 
neighbours staying in front of us. 
I, too, only know my neighbours 
staying across from my flat. I really 
miss that community spirit we had 
in the kampong though.”

Her first job after graduating from 
the Teacher’s Training College 
(now known as the National 
Institute of Education) was at 
Canossa Convent, where she 
taught Malay, then a compulsory 
language for all students. These 
days, amidst the friendly banter 
between her friends from the 
seniors activities centre, Samah 
still considers each question 
carefully before answering in 
fluent English. 

Samah cherishes and enjoys the 
friendships she still has with her 
former colleagues of 30 years. 
Laughing out loud, she recalls, 
“They would come to my house 
during Hari Raya as they want to 
eat lontong. I would also go to 
their house during Chinese New 
Year. Although Canossa Convent 
was a Catholic school, I did not 
feel uncomfortable teaching there. 
My colleagues were good to me. 
We were all like family and close 
to one another.” 

Samah Binte Ali, 75
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Be Kind
Although her memories of her 
younger years are fading, 75-year-
old Mok Miow Kian still recalls her 
unusual car-mechanic neighbour. 
Describing him as constantly 
getting up to no good, she likened 
him to a pai kia (bad boy) and 
said that he would often get 
himself involved in conflicts and 
riots between the Malays and the 
Chinese. Yet, despite his rough 
demeanour, she recounts that he 
would treat his fellow peers and 
friends with courtesy and respect.

Miow Kian’s father struggled to 
keep his business afloat, trading 
goods between Singapore and 
other countries. Understanding 
how difficult business conditions 
could be, Miow Kian, who worked 
as a clerk for most of her life, said 
that she was thankful to have 
worked under a kind boss. 

Because of her early experiences, 
Miow Kian believes that how 

a person treats and interacts 
with the people around them is 
very important. She takes joy in 
participating in many grassroots 
and community events with her 
friends, and is always glad to 
see young individuals taking part 
in these events. It shows, she 
stresses, that the young can and 
are willing to go the extra mile to 
do more beyond just studying. 

When asked if she has any advice 
for the younger generation, Miow 
Kian breaks into a wide smile 
“what’s important is to be kind and 
caring towards others.”

Mok Miow Kian, 75
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“What’s important is to be kind and 
caring towards others.”

Miow Kian, who worked as a clerk for most of her life, said that she was thankful to have worked under a 
kind boss. 
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education at Hua Mien Public 
School, but was not allowed to 
pursue her studies in secondary 
school. Because of their low 
family income, her father decided 
that she had to stop school and 
help to provide for the family.

Soon Chain Sun used to live 
with her three other siblings in 
a kampong at Lorong Ah Soo 
in Hougang, the first settling 
place in Singapore for many 
Hainanese migrants from China. 
She received her primary school 

Frugal Lifestyle

An open air cinema in the 1980s, where tickets would cost 50 cents each.
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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“Having experienced the hard work 
one has to put in to earn every dollar 
and cent, Chain Sun continues to live 
a frugal life even till now.”

Soon Chain Sun, 64

That was the start of Chain Sun’s 
work experiences through various 
factories. Her first job was at the 
Rollei Factory in Chai Chee, where 
she assembled electronic parts. 
After three years, she moved 
to making wigs at the Fair Lady 
Wig Factory at Boon Keng Road. 
Just 18 years old at the time, she 
would work from 8am to 5pm, and 
continue to work overtime until 9pm 
when the factory required workers 
to rush and meet production 
orders. She received a wage of $6/ 
hour, with an additional overtime 
allowance of $3/hour, all of which 
added up to a very decent monthly 
wage of $1000.

This was a huge difference from 
her next job at a jeans sewing 
factory in Kallang, opposite block 
69. She earned $1 for every 12 
pairs of jeans sewed, totalling 
about $10 a day. Still, Chain Sun 
remarks that life was manageable 
since the cost of living was lower. 

She recalls paying as little as 5 
cents for beansprouts, 10 cents 
for three pieces of salted fish, 50 
cents for pork ribs and 30 cents 
for a bowl of kway teow noodles. 
Entertainment, she shares, was 
50 cents to catch a black-and-
white movie screening at the 
open air cinema in Joo Chiat, 
or $1 for a ticket to the air-
conditioned indoor Zenith Theatre 
in Hougang. Having experienced 
the hard work one has to put in to 
earn every dollar and cent, Chain 
Sun continues to live a frugal life 
even till now.
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Charcoal haulers engaged in the packing and redistribution of charcoal in the 1980s.
Photo: Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore

Health And 
Hard Labour

Born in 1927, Toh Khai Tuan hails 
from a generation that has lived 
through the building of modern 
Singapore, from its beginnings 
and through every milestone. He 
came from Guangdong province 

in China at the mere age of 10 to 
work as a labourer in Singapore. 

Khai Tuan remembers his first few 
years here working in a farm in Yio 
Chu Kang, planting vegetables 
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“Having lived and laboured in Singapore 
his whole life, [Khai Tuan’s] greatest wish 
right now is to have good health.”

Toh Khai Tuan, 88

and rearing animals as he “had 
no education”. After the Japanese 
surrendered, the then18-year-old 
received free Chinese tuition for a 
short period of time. This proved 
to go a long way in his life.

At 24, Khai Tuan left farming 
and became a charcoal hauler, 
carrying up to 100kg of charcoal 
on his back. He still bears the 
effects of his hard labour until this 
day; his shoulders are hunched 
and his joints are stiff. Khai Tuan 
finally settled as a lorry driver – a 
job that he kept until his retirement 
in 1997. 

In 1967, Khai Tuan and his wife 
moved into one of the pioneer 
generation of HDB flats in Tiong 
Bahru. When asked how he met 
her, he chuckled shyly and said 
that they were match-made, 
because in those days, “no 
one had the courage to find a 

girlfriend”. They enjoyed a happy 
marriage and had two children 
together. Khai Tuan is grateful 
for Singapore, especially the 
hot climate because “there is no 
winter here”. Having lived and 
laboured in Singapore his whole 
life, his greatest wish right now 
is to have good health. Being 
able to rest and rebuild his health 
is something that Khai Tuan, 
with his gentle smile and genial 
disposition, really deserves.
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Adaptability And 
The Ability To Learn

When she was 10 years old, 
Rosniah Binte Abd Halim 
journeyed across the border 
from Perak, Malaysia, into 
Singapore with her parents and 
a step-sister. They resided in 
the kampong near Sims Avenue 
(Jalan Nanas), but due to her 

low family income, Rosniah never 
got to study in school. In spite 
of her circumstances, Rosniah’s 
adaptability and ability to learn 
new things quickly served her well.

Although she had no formal 
education, Rosniah is comfortable 

Rosniah used to work as a chamber maid in 1987 at the Century Park Hotel at Nassim Hill.
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“With guests from countries like Japan 
and France. Rosniah had little choice but 
to quickly pick up the English language in 
order to serve the hotel’s guests well.”

Rosniah Binte Abd Halim, 59

conversing in English. She worked 
as a chamber maid in 1987 at the 
Century Park Hotel at Nassim Hill, 
where she earned $450 a month 
with additional $1 or $2 tips from 
guests, the majority of whom were 
foreigners from countries like 
Japan and France. Rosniah had 
little choice but to quickly pick up 
the English language in order to 
serve the hotel’s guests well.

Life was tough, and Rosniah had 
to change jobs intermittently to 
take care of her three children 
when they were young. She had 
been through two marriages 
and divorces, and received little 
support from her husband. Yet, 
her aptitude for learning new skills 
helped her to earn extra income. 
Working from home during her 
free time, Rosniah has provided 
services as a makeup artist, 

confinement lady, seamstress 
and teacher for baju kurong, baju 
kebaya and curtains and even as 
an origami florist for weddings. 
She shares that she learnt some of 
her skills from visiting neighbours 
whom she had heard were willing 
to share their expertise. Truly a 
jack-of-all-trades, Rosniah’s hard 
work paid off and she managed 
to buy her first apartment, a three-
room unit in Clementi, for $15,000 
back in the 1980s.
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“As the oldest daughter 
in the family, she had 
to work to sustain her 
family’s livelihood.”

A cup fashioned by rubber cutters to collect sap from rubber trees at plantations in the 1980s.
Photo: Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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Responsibilities Of 
The Oldest Daughter
Sum Yit Wah relates her story in 
fluent Cantonese, her eyes taking on 
a faraway look, as if gazing into the 
past. Born and bred in Singapore, 
she began her childhood cutting 
rubber at Cheng Swee Road. As 
the oldest daughter in the family, 
she had to work to sustain her 
family’s livelihood.

Of the nine children in Yit Wah’s 
family, the five boys attended 
school while the four girls, including 
Yit Wah, did not. This was because 
her parents believed that it was 
not “profitable” for girls to study, 
since they would be married out 
to another family eventually. With 
a tinge of wistfulness, Yit Wah 
remarks that it was “not fair” that 
girls in her day had such treatment. 

When war broke out, Yit Wah and 
her family moved out from their 
local village to a now-extinct street, 

“Tam Ping Gai”, near Chinatown. 
She shifted to cleaning work, 
which she continued to do for 21 
years until her retirement. Her Thai 
employer treated her well, and 
continues taking care of her till this 
day. Having dedicated her life to 
providing for her family, 80-year-
old Yit Wah remained single, 
and sometimes requires financial 
assistance. Although each day is 
still a challenge, Yit Wah calmly 
looks back on her past with a 
weathered sense of acceptance.

Sum Yit Wah, 80
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Living Through 
The War
Her maiden voyage by ship was at 
age three, from China to Malaya. 
When she arrived, home for Ho Ah 
Toa was a kampong near Holland 
Road, where the family kept fish, 
and reared chickens, pigs and 
ducks for their own consumption.

Ah Toa’s father owned a provision 
shop at Beach Road, which was 
the unfortunate target of a robbery, 
even though the Beach Road 
Police Station was just opposite 
the shop. She recalls her brother 
being scared stiff. The robbers 
got away with their loot and the 
shop lost many of its provisions 
that day. As a teenager, she would 
later help to sell provisions at the 
‘pasar malam’ at Bugis Street, 
where business was good. 

Ah Toa remembers that she 
dressed up like a boy, kept very 
short hair and smeared her face 
to look ugly during wartime so 
that the Japanese soldiers would 

not take her away. During the 
occupation, the family’s diet was 
reduced to mainly sweet potates, 
tapioca and salted fish. 

Peace prevailed and after the 
war, Ah Toa was set to marry a 
man matchmade for her by her 
parents. She went dating with her 
suitor at Clifford Pier, but, being 
shy, she brought along her older 
brother to be her “body guard”. 
Ah Toa and her suitor married 
when she was 17. Now 82, Ah 
Toa lives alone in a one-room flat 
and often likes to spend her time 
at the seniors activity centre.

Ho Ah Toa, 82
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“After the war… [Ah Toa] went dating with her 
suitor at Clifford Pier, but, being shy, she brought 
along her older brother to be her body guard.”

Clifford Pier at Collyer Quay in the 1960s.
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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Popular With 
The Students

Goh Chang Kheng and her 
husband, both teachers, used to 
stay in the school dormitory as 
she was very active and did not 
complain about taking on any 
duties given. It was a privilege 

accorded to few staff, and she 
remained a teacher for 42 years.

As a teacher, Chang Kheng used 
to give free remedial lessons. 
She was a popular teacher, 

A scene from the Bukit Ho Swee fire in 1961.
Photo: Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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Goh Chang Kheng, 88

“She was a popular teacher, and because demand 
was too overwhelming, she could not cope and had 
to regretfully turn away students, telling them that 
she collected fees for her lessons.”

and because demand was too 
overwhelming, she could not 
cope and had to regretfully turn 
away students, telling them that 
she collected fees for her lessons. 
The students that she took under 
her wing often came with little 
gifts such as biscuits, cakes and 
fruits as a form of gratitude.

Now 88, Chang Kheng comments 
that life has changed for the 
better. She remembers the big fire 
at Bukit Ho Swee. In those days, 
she explains, the streets were 
not clean and the houses were 
dingy. Food was also simple then, 
with special feasts reserved only 
for occasions like Chinese New 
Year and Mooncake Festival, or 
for prayers. Although the cost 

of things, especially food, has 
also increased, Chang Kheng 
doesn’t mind.

Chang Kheng remains close to 
her only daughter who is married. 
Her husband has passed on, but 
her daughter gives her a monthly 
allowance and visits her often.   
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Forgive And Forget

“There is no point holding grudges,” 
[Wah Cheng] explains, “It will only 
hurt the people you love.”

Catching small fish and placing them in glasses to rear as pets was a common pastime for 
children in the 1950s.
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“Make use of everyday. Don’t 
overthink,” Hou Wah Cheng 
advises. The 77-year-old shares 
anecdotes of how her previous 
work experiences at factories 
and hotels have taught her how 
to handle people. Once, she 
got into a fierce argument with 
a close colleague who was in a 
bad mood. She was pretty upset 
over the incident, but when her 
colleague eventually apologised, 
Wah Cheng’s reply was simply, “I 
forgot already.”

“There is no point holding 
grudges,” she explains, “It will only 
hurt the people you love.” ‘Make 
full use of each day’ is a motto 
that Wah Cheng still lives by. Her 
current lifestyle is an active one, 
filled with volunteering, exercising 

and meeting up with friends to 
shop at places like Chinatown 
and Bencoolen Street, where they 
reminisce and trade stories from 
their past. When asked for an 
example, she offered a peek into 
the activities of her childhood. “On 
rainy days, we would catch small 
fish, put them in glasses, and feed 
them. But eventually, our mums 
would throw them away. We also 
used to climb trees!”

Hou Wah Cheng, 77
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The Pride Of 
A Coffee Master
Goh Ah Lek was born in Singapore, 
and spent his childhood years in 
an attap hut in the Bukit Timah 
area. A basketball enthusiast, he 
often played with his elder brother 
and two younger brothers, while 
their father was busy with his 
business of distributing cakes and 
bread to small stallholders.

Educated in a Chinese primary 
school, Ah Lek did not continue 
with his secondary school 
studies. Instead, he started work 
as a “kopi boy” serving coffee in 
a coffee shop. Enjoying the trade, 
he worked hard in several coffee 
shops and eventually moved up 
to become a “tau chiew”, or “first 
hand” coffee master. He also 
learnt to roast coffee beans by 
hand, and reminisces the good 
quality of coffee served in coffee 
shops in the past. 

The 75-year-old was resettled 
to a one-room HDB flat with his 
mother and her brother when 
the Singapore government 
redeveloped the Bukit Timah 
area 30 years ago. He stayed 
with them until they passed away. 
He now lives with a friend in a 
rental flat in Redhill, and stopped 
working three years ago due to an 
eye problem. Nonetheless, he still 
swells with pride when he talks 
about the fragrant brews that his 
hands once made.

Goh Ah Lek, 75
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“[Ah Lek] also learnt to roast coffee beans 
by hand, and reminisces the good quality of 
coffee served in coffee shops in the past.” 
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When There’s A Will, 
There’s A Way

“Seeking an education, Poh Sim would attend 
classes in one of the Guangdong clan associations, 
which offered night lessons to children.”

Street side hawkers and small traders in Geylang in the 1960s.
Photo: Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore
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A native of Guangzhou province 
in China, Thong Poh Sim came to 
Singapore with her mother when 
she was just nine years old to seek 
support from an uncle in the sales 
business when her father passed 
away. They arrived in Singapore 
just as World War II was ending. 

Poh Sim and her mother 
eventually settled in a kampong 
in the Geylang area. Seeking an 
education, Poh Sim would attend 
classes in one of the Guangdong 
clan associations, which offered 
night lessons to children. Children 
who attended these lessons were 
given a small study allowance 
of $1 each. Through this “home 
study”, Poh Sim picked up the 
Chinese language. 

Poh Sim started selling drinks 
and cakes at a roadside stall 

in Geylang when she was 12. 
The hours were long, but she 
persevered through each day, 
opening shop from 8am to 5pm. 
Through selling drinks and cakes 
at a few cents each, Poh Sim 
managed to earn $2 to $3 per day 
– just enough to help her get by. 
Despite the tough circumstances, 
Poh Sim’s belief that “when there’s 
a will, there’s a way” helped her to 
survive those difficult times.

Thong Poh Sim, 75
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AN EYE-OPENING 
EXPERIENCE
Our volunteers shared how interactions with the seniors through the 
stories collection sessions, have left an unforgettable impression in them.

“These stories provide a lens through which my younger peers and I 
could better understand the circumstances in which our grandparents 
or elderly parents lived and, for many, struggled for a huge part of their 
lives. - Every conversation I had with our seniors and pioneers has given 
me insights into the past, through which I gained newfound strength and 
motivation to work towards a better future. Our seniors’ life stories aren’t 
just trips down memory lane; each one holds life lessons which we can 
draw from to better ourselves.”

Lim Bao Long, 19

“The stories never failed to interest me as each offered a glimpse of what 
Singapore was like in the past, and most importantly, how my very own 
ancestors lived their lives here in Singapore. What the seniors shared 
was more than just a mere supplement to our basic understanding of 
Singapore’s history. They brought me closer to my own Singaporean 
roots, to connect better and understand how Singapore grew as a nation.”

Hayley Tay, 19
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“Most of the seniors I interviewed could only speak in dialect, and would 
not have been able to share about their past if no one penned down their 
memories. I am glad I helped in this project so that future generations 
would be able to enjoy these slice-of-life stories not often found in our 
history textbooks.”

Lily Bok, 56 

“Our conversations and interviews shed light on the values that need 
to be shared with younger generations: perseverance, humility, loyalty, 
filial piety, and integrity. The seniors led simple lives amidst political and 
social instability, as well as harsh living conditions. They were a tough lot. 
In documenting a portion of our nation’s past from those who had gone 
through the struggle, I feel that I have achieved what I set out to do. It 
would be very regretful if these life experiences were not made known to 
the generations of today.”

Helen Yeo, 60
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