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What: A spacious 30,000 sq ft art
storage facility-cum-private museum
owned by art collector Ong Teng
Huat, 65, displaying more than 100
paintings by senior local artists such
as Lim Tze Peng and Peh Eng Seng.
Admission: Free, by appointment
only. Call 6542-7383 or 9018-9118
Opened in: September last year.
Before that, Mr Ong, U-Freight’s
managing director, spent nine months
and about $2 million converting unused space
in the company’s warehouse into an exhibition hall,
five gallery spaces, 29 art storage rooms and facili-
ties for handling art.
History: This self-made businessman has been
collecting modern and contemporary art by Singa-
pore and regional artists for the past 18 years. The
works of Lim, best known for his lyrical Chinese ink
paintings capturing vistas of old Singapore, hold a
particular appeal for him. “I grew up in a shophouse
in Thomson Road, my father was a barber and we
lived above his shop. There was a kampung opposite.

Now the area has totally changed,” he
says wistfully.

The father of two and grandfather
of three began as a shipping clerk
and rose up the ranks in the air
freight industry, before starting
U-Freight as a joint venture with a

Hong Kong-based logistics firm 30
years ago. With wealth came a

burgeoning art collection and nowhere
to store it. He now owns more than 200

paintings, nearly 80 of which are by Lim.
This made him think of converting

unused space in U-Freight’s warehouse for art
storage. The result was ArtSafe, which marks his
foray into the art handling and storage business, but
also has gallery spaces for his private collection. For
the latter, he employed a professional art writer to
research Lim’s works. So far, explanatory wall text
has been produced for about half the paintings.

ArtSafe rents out part of its space to other
collectors and exhibitors or takes commission if the
works are for sale.

As a rule, Mr Ong does not sell the paintings in his
collection, though he could not pass up on one or
two good offers by other collectors. “I will sell only
if the artist agrees to it. Some artists would want me
to keep their works because of our friendship.”

Lim’s works have become highly sought-after and
a work by him crossed the $100,000 mark at a Hong
Kong auction last year.

Mr Ong is friends with Lim, 93, watercolourist
Peh and others such as Eng Siak Loy, who paints in
oils and acrylics and is also the designer of some of
Singapore’s currency bills and postage stamps. Both
Peh and Eng are in their 70s and 80s. “I always say
that art makes me feel young because the artists I
collect are older than me,” Mr Ong jokes.
Highlights: He delights in showing visitors around
the climate-controlled, professionally lit facility and
his enthusiasm for the art is infectious. Moveable
panels allow the spaces to be reconfigured according
to the arrangement of the artworks.

His extensive collection of Lim’s works lets
viewers experience different facets of one of
Singapore’s finest Chinese ink painters, be it local
street scenes, Bali paintings, still-life paintings or
Chinese calligraphy.
Visitorship: About 500 have visited since ArtSafe
opened, including fellow art lovers and collectors as
well as artists. Dr Tan Jee Lim, 48, an orthopaedic
surgeon and art lover, recalls spending five hours
one night with his wife touring the vast facility and
lingering over the artworks. “He is so focused on
supporting local artists, and so generous in showing
them to you,” he says of Mr Ong.
Challenges: The facility only just breaks even.
Mr Ong also acknowledges that documentation of
the works is incomplete. The size of the space makes
it costly to hire qualified curators or art managers,
with one potential candidate quoting him a five-
figure monthly salary.

As a result, he and his U-Freight staff, despite
their lack of expertise, do everything including hang-
ing the paintings themselves. “A plus would be if we
could get advice from professionals in the museums.
We would definitely like to listen to them,” he says.

What: A cosy heritage home-cum-
museum belonging to Peranakan Alvin
Yapp, 43, who has spent more than 20
years collecting and researching
Straits Chinese artefacts. He
conducts tours which culminate in an
authentic Peranakan tea or dinner
inspired by his mother’s cooking. The
Intan also hosts non-commercial
events such as plays and art shows.
Admission: Strictly by appointment
only. Tea tours start at $45 for a minimum
of six. Dinner tours start at $99 for a minimum
of 20. Call 6440-1148, e-mail contactus@
the-intan.com or go to www.the-intan.com
Opened in: 2003
History: Mr Yapp began collecting at the age of 18
to find out more about his roots. A few pieces have
come from his family – such as a prized, 80-year-
old pair of kasut manek (beaded slippers) made by
his maternal grandmother and given to his mother.

He now has more than 1,000 artefacts including
furniture, decorative objects and traditional
clothing, mostly acquired from private dealers,
fellow collectors and other Peranakan families.

The director of corporate affairs for
BusAds, a family firm specialising in

large-format printing and outdoor
advertising, started The Intan as a
labour of love. “The Intan means
‘rose-cut diamond’ in Baba Malay. I
wanted to create an experience
which would show people different

facets of Peranakan culture,” he says.
The bachelor started the museum in

his previous home, an apartment in the
East Coast area.
When his collection outgrew its four

walls, he moved six years ago into his present sin-
gle-storey post-war terrace house, the inside of
which he turned into a split-level loft. It is loosely
furnished like a traditional Peranakan home. For that
reason, he eschews explanatory text on walls or
barriers cordoning off visitors from artefacts.

But he has taken liberties with form and function
to showcase his collection. For example, more than
50 enamel tiffin carriers and spittoons with floral
motifs dot the sides of his staircase (right above).

Since 2011, The Intan has been a member of the
Museum Roundtable, a collective of public and pri-

vate museums under the National Heritage Board.
Highlights: The display area on the upper level con-
tains many treasured pieces, including a 60-year-
old planter’s chair (kerosi sanda), a recliner tradition-
ally found on the verandah of Peranakan households.

There is also a century-old wedding bed, valued
at $10,000. “My father and I spent many hours
antique-hunting and the bed was a piece we went to
great lengths to acquire,” he says.

He also has more than 100 pairs of beaded and

embroidered slippers and more than 100 pieces of
Straits Chinese porcelain or Nonya ware, including
kamcheng (covered jars), vases and tea sets. None of
the items in his collection are for sale.
Visitorship: About 1,000 a year, including families,
tourists and expatriates. Mr Francois Bretault, 45, a
French-language lecturer, has been to The Intan
several times with his Singaporean wife. He loves
how Peranakan culture combines Chinese, Malay
and European traditions. “There are so many hidden
sides of this culture in every corner of the house.”
Challenges: Mr Yapp runs The Intan together with
unpaid volunteers such as his parents, who help with
the weekly cleaning of the artefacts, and a friend
who handles administration. Juggling a home
museum alongside his day job can be tiring, as is
sustaining it.

On his wishlist is collaboration with more part-
ners, such as state museums with related artefacts
like The Peranakan Museum. “As a private museum
in Singapore, we are moving in uncharted grounds.

“I didn’t grow up wanting to run a museum. But
it’s gotten to the stage where I want to promote the
culture. I believe that once we stop collecting, the
culture dies,” he says.

What: An 89-year-
old clan association
building converted
into a living muse-
um, with four
storeys of artefacts,

story boards and
videos in English and

Mandarin. They show-
case Cantonese clan

Kong Chow Wui Koon’s
heritage in lion dance, Chinese pugilistic arts and
Cantonese opera, as well as the history of Singa-
pore’s early immigrants from China’s Guangdong
province. The clan’s history dates back to 1840.
Admission: Free. Open from 9am to 6pm (Mondays
to Fridays), and 9am to 1pm (Saturdays). Closed on
Sundays. To arrange for tours, call 6223-9806.
Opened in: July this year, after a year of renova-
tions costing more than $350,000, of which
$100,000 came from the National Heritage Board
and the rest from clan members and donors.
History: Kong Chow today has more than 500
members whose ancestral roots can be traced back
to Xinhui (formerly known as Kong Chow) in south-
ern China’s Pearl River Delta. The association’s
secretary-general Lawrence Sew, 55, says its build-
ing is one of the oldest left in Chinatown. “It is now
earmarked by the Urban Redevelopment Authority
for conservation, and we wanted to bring it and our
history to life for our younger generation.”
Highlights: Catch a traditional Chinese clan associa-
tion in action, with its meeting hall on the ground
floor, music hall for Chinese opera on the second,
gongfu and lion dance hall on the third, and temple
and open area for pugilistic training on the fourth.
These facilities are still being used by clan members.
The clan has a lion dance and martial arts troupe and
Cantonese opera and music section.

The building’s architectural essence has been pre-
served, from the arched gateway at the entrance to
its steep, narrow staircase typical of old buildings.

The gongfu hall displays more than 50 lion dance
heads and costumes as well as percussion musical
instruments and swords and spears. Most of the
artefacts are more than a century old.

More than 100 black-and-white photographs
show how Chinese clan associations functioned as a
social glue in a bygone Singapore. They range from
children having PE lessons at a school run by Kong
Chow in the same building from 1929 to 1968, to one
of founding prime minister Lee Kuan Yew speaking
in the meeting hall in 1965 to recruit volunteers for
the country’s defence, ahead of national service
conscription.
Visitorship: More than 1,000 people such as elderly
Singaporeans, tourists and school groups have
visited since the museum opened two months ago.
The clan hopes to draw 3,500 visitors every six
months – this target was the heritage board’s
condition for its funding.

One visitor, National Institute of Education
trainee teacher Ahmad Zakir Mokhtar, 24, thinks the
clan has made itself relevant to students, who can
make use of its artefacts “as learning materials, for
them to deepen their understanding of clan associa-
tions and their contribution to Singapore”.
Challenges: Running a living museum has increased
the clan’s operating costs by more than 50 per cent.
It had to hire a full-time administrator-cum-guide,
bringing the number of full-time staff to three.

To prevent exhibits from being damaged or
stolen, CCTV cameras have been installed and visi-
tors have to register at the reception.

Mr Sew says the biggest challenge is getting the
word out. “We have an outreach programme to
schools, other clans and the Singapore Tourism
Board. After we built the museum, to keep it going is
the hardest part.”

Kong Chow
Cultural Centre
321 New Bridge Road

The Intan
69 Joo Chiat Terrace

Artist Lim Tze Peng’s Life In
Chinatown (above) is among the
works on display at ArtSafe (top),
opened by Mr Ong Teng Huat (left).

ArtSafe
U-Freight Logistics
Centre, 8 Changi

South Street 2

Beaded and
embroidered
slippers (above),
Straits Chinese
porcelain (left)
and a reclining
planter’s chair
(main picture)
are some of the
Nonya objects
on display at
The Intan,
opened by
Mr Alvin Yapp.
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