
ON THE NAME JACK & RAI
“We didn’t want
fancy names like
The Interstellar
Constellations
From Outer Space or
The Seventh Nebula
In My Coffee Cup.
Jack & Rai rolls off your
tongue easily, it just
goes nicely together.
And no, I never thought
it should be Rai & Jack.
That sounds like
there is some wall
at the end of it.”

ON GIVING EACH
OTHER SPACE
“I think what works with
our friendship is mutual
respect. It’s not like
I force my opinions
on Jack or vice versa.
The relationship works
because we don’t
get too overbearing
with each other.”
Rai Kannu

ON THEIR FIRST TIME PLAYING ONLY ORIGINAL SONGS
AT A SOLD-OUT SHOW AT THE ESPLANADE IN 2008
“That was nerve-wrecking because we started out doing covers
and I always say that by doing that, you have already won half
the battle because people recognise the songs. But this time,
we were telling our own stories, playing our own songs.”

ON THEIR ROLES WITHIN THE PARTNERSHIP
“Rai was an English teacher, so naturally I said, you do the
PR (public relations) stuff for us, the write-ups and all that.
And since I’m the smiley fella, I meet clients and arrange gigs,
money, whatever. We kind of fell into our own niche.”
Jack Ho

To Rai Kannu, 36, he and Jack Ho are always in
sync, both on stage and off.

He says: “We hang out often and aside from
work, we see each other all the time. I think we’ve
grown to become even beyond good friends. Jack
and his wife are like family to me.”

His bond with Ho, who he describes as “a rolling
ball of energy, a Duracell bunny”, has become
stronger since they got to know each other in the
late 1990s.

He says: “I think we started out just as a musical
partnership but over the years, we’ve grown to
complement each other. What I lack, Jack makes up
for me and what Jack lacks, I make up for him. We
fill each other’s gaps, especially as a band.”

Referring to Ho’s marriage to Angelina Leong in
2009, Kannu adds: “My name is in his wedding
certificate as a witness so I guess you can’t get any
closer to another person than that.”

Kannu, who is single, has music in his blood.
Veteran blues musician Siva Choy, who is best

known for early 1990s comedy album Why U So
Like Dat, as well as James, who with Siva formed
1960s singing duo The Cyclones, are his mother’s
brothers. Tabla player M.S. Maniam, well-known
for playing along with international DJs at nightclub
Zouk, is his aunt’s husband.

Still, the former Raffles Institution student says
that while he had watched his uncles perform when
he was young, they never directly inspired him to
pick up music. It was his mother, a housewife, who
did.

He adds: “My mum always had the radio on in
the kitchen while she was cooking. She would listen
to The Beatles, The Everly Brothers and Elvis. She
also made this mix-tape that I ended up playing
over and over again, mostly of songs by The Beatles
and Elvis.”

Kannu, whose father was a logistics manager
with electronics giant Philips, picked up the guitar
while he was in Raffles Junior College and sang at
school events “for fun”.

He was also an enthusiastic sportsman. While
serving national service, he tore two knee ligaments
and had his medical classification downgraded.
Unable to serve combat duty, he tried out for the
The Singapore Armed Forces Music and Drama Com-
pany (SAF MDC) and got through.

“That was my training ground as a performer
where I started as a dancer. A lot of people don’t
know this, but I learnt ballet, jazz and tap,” he says.

“The policy at that time was, until you are
comfortable to be on stage as a performer, you don’t
sing. You are a dancer first. So I was dancing for six
months and then slowly started coming forward as a
singer.”

On weekends, Rai started doing informal jams at
cocktail bar No. 5 Emerald Hill.

After finishing national service, he did more
regular gigs as part of The Strawberries trio, and lat-
er with Ho, while at the same time studying at
National Institute of Education. He eventually
became an English and physical education teacher at
Peicai Secondary School and his alma mater, Raffles
Junior College.

He juggled his teaching job with gigs at night and
during the weekend until 2008. That year, to devote
more time to improving himself musically, and four
years after Ho left his day job in marketing to fully
concentrate on Jack & Rai, Kannu decided to follow
suit.

“Three, four years into our band relationship, I
never thought I would quit teaching. Music was just
a fun thing for me. But a lot of things unfolded for
Jack & Rai. We never sat down and planned, all of
this just happened.

“I think it’s in our characters to take on opportu-
nities that come along.”

Jack Ho, 37, will readily admit that when it comes to
music, he is just as strong-willed as his music
partner Rai Kannu.

Still, he describes Kannu as “the easiest person to
work with”.

He says: “Both of us are quite strongheaded in
terms of what we want to achieve musically. But
when it comes to doing a piece, whether performing
or writing new music, we keep an open-minded
point of view. Only when both of us are comfortable
do we then jointly decide what direction the music
will take.”

Ho, the more gregarious of the pair, is also fond
of telling the story of the smitten fan who had Rai’s
name tattooed on her lower back.

He says: “She came to all our shows and took
pictures only of Rai. One day, she came looking for
him but he had left, so she spoke to me and showed
me the tattoo. I took a picture of it and sent it to
Rai, who freaked out. Last we heard, she had gone
back to Sri Lanka and we haven’t seen or heard from
her in a while.”

Ho is married to former air stewardess Angelina
Leong, who, together with Kannu and himself, are
co-founders and owners of award-winning Japa-
nese eatery The Flying Squirrel. She runs the
day-to-day operations there while her husband and
Kannu pop in several times a week.

As a child, Ho was inspired to pick up music by
his father, an insurance man and a volunteer who
played the trumpet in the Salvation Army’s march-
ing band. His mother was a Mandarin teacher.

When he was in Primary 6, his father bought him
a $50 Congress guitar and, armed with a few basic
chords, he started performing in church on
Sundays, at times switching to the drums.

In his early secondary school years, he took
private guitar lessons, inspired by his then favourite
bands Led Zeppelin and Metallica.

The National University of Singapore graduate
later honed his guitar skills by taking a summer
programme at acclaimed Boston music school,
Berklee College of Music. He also took lessons from
local guitar sessionist Daniel Chai.

During his university days in the late 1990s, Ho
started performing as a solo singer and guitarist at
No. 5 Emerald Hill, around the same time as Kannu,
who also performed as a solo act. They eventually
teamed up as a duo to get a gig at another joint,
Wala Wala Cafe Bar at Holland Village in 2002.

Despite his weekend and night-time gigs, he took

on a day job marketing electronic products for
Japanese conglomerate Sony after he graduated.

“I took that job to put my parents’ hearts at ease.
They had paid for my education and I had to show
them I was a responsible son. The Sony job was fun
too, I was marketing MiniDisc players, so it was
related to music.

“And being in corporate surroundings, I learnt
how to present myself a little bit more professional-
ly, in terms of communication and marketing.”

Three years into the Sony job and two years after
he started performing with Kannu, he quit his day
job to devote his full attention to his music career.

“I was taking on more gigs, not just with Rai but
also as a solo act or with performers like singer
Shirlyn Tan, so it was the right time to go into
music full-time.”

Ho says it came as a pleasant surprise to him
when Kannu followed in his footsteps and also quit
his day job four years after he did.

He says: “I never expected Rai to follow suit. It
wasn’t like I said to him “eh, I’m now a full-time
musician, you also must be a full-time musician”.

“We know we are always there for each other but
we should never pressure each other into doing
things we are not comfortable with.”

Jack is a rolling
ball of energy

F
rom a modest beginning as
part-time musicians playing
covers to a grand total of four
patrons in a local pub in 2002,
singing duo Jack & Rai have

built up their name to become one of the
most popular acts in the live gig circuit.

Today, the pair are full-time artists
who not only entertain crowds at night-
spots, weddings and major events like the
recent Pedestrian Nights street party at
Orchard Road, but have also put out an
originals-only album which spawned
radio hits. Their songs are also in demand
as soundtracks for local television shows
as well as advertisement jingles.

Last month, the duo started anchoring
a year-long gig series aimed at promoting
local talent, Guinness Amplify Presents,
which will see them headline every
Wednesday night at Timbre @ The
Substation.

Perhaps more significantly, the
enduring partnership between Jack Ho,
37, and Rai Kannu, 36, goes beyond
merely making music together.

Last year, together with Ho’s wife,
former air stewardess Angelina Leong,
they opened a 600 sq ft restaurant
together, The Flying Squirrel in Amoy
Street, which was named Best Japanese
Casual Dining at last month’s Epicurean
Star Award organised by the Restaurant
Association of Singapore.

Ho and Kannu, a bachelor, are so close
that they even go on holidays together
and stand by each other at important
moments in their personal lives.

At Ho’s wedding in 2009, Rai played
multiple roles – he was the best man,
MC, wedding singer and witness.

Off-stage, Kannu’s seemingly stoic
demeanour might be a contrast to Ho’s
permanent smile and infectious energy.
But despite the seeming difference, the
fact that the pair are always in sync is
obvious and during the interview, they
often complete each other’s sentences.

Talking about their first gigs together
at Holland Village’s Wala Wala Cafe Bar
in mid-2002, Kannu remembers: “The
first night Wala Wala put us on was
Sunday night...”

Ho continues: “...because they didn’t
know where to put us.”

By then, both had known each other
for a few years because they did separate

solo performances at local pubs like No. 5
Emerald Hill and Barcelona.

When Ho found out Wala Wala was
looking for performers, he went for an
audition as a solo act, but was told by the
management that they preferred putting
on duos or bands.

Both their reper-
toires consisted of
acoustic renditions
of radio-friendly al-
ternative rock hits
by the likes of British
bands Travis and
Coldplay, and Ho im-
mediately thought of Kannu. He says:
“So I said, okay lah, I get this fella called
Rai. Our offering was very niche then and
you must remember that at that time, the
bands that were popular in the club
circuit were Energy and John Molina.”

Kannu interjects: “That time, the Top

40 pop-rock bands were the ones that
everyone went to see. So because Sunday
nights are the safest time for any club to
put on new acts, they tried us out. The
first night, we played to only four people
in the audience.”

Still, Wala Wala
liked their set so
much that they
asked the duo to
perform on much
busier Friday nights
– with the caveat
that they formed a
band.

So they did, roping in friends and
fellow musicians. They named the band
EIC, short for East India Company, which
they found suitable because Ho is
Chinese and Kannu is Indian.

The crowd soon began to grow.
Says Kannu: “I think about a year after

we started, I was looking from the stage
to the audience and Wala was packed,
like sardine-can packed.”

They both attribute their rising
popularity to their set list – covers of
early- to mid-2000s folksy, rock
chart-toppers by the likes of Dave
Matthews Band, John Mayer and Jason
Mraz – which they say were favourites
among their mid-20s peers.

In 2008, the pair took their biggest
step out of the “covers band” tag by
releasing their debut album, In Stores
Now!, comprising original songs that
they co-wrote themselves.

It sold moderately – about 3,000
copies – but two of the songs, The Fa La
La Song and Fiona, got frequent airplay
over local radio stations.

More importantly, the CD cemented
their reputation as songwriters. In the
wake of the album launch, the pair

received multiple offers to write themes,
jingles and soundtracks, including for
MediaCorp television shows such as Polo
Boys and Dream School.

The pair are loyal to their roots and
besides Timbre on Wednesdays, they still
play at Wala Wala on Sunday nights.
They claim that the same four who saw
their debut performance still come to
watch them.

The duo are still committed to putting
out more original songs and have been
working on the next album, which Kannu
says will have songs that are “a little bit
more edgy and more fun, and be tunes
that make the crowds jump to”.

He says: “We are just happy and feel
blessed to be making a living from music.
Whether they are covers or originals, we
do everything with our own identity.”

Ho interjects: “We are who we are.”
dinohadi@sph.com.sg
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Jack & Rai’s partnership
goes beyond making
music together
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Rai is easiest
person to work with
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left) and Rai
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Inseparable music buddies
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