
HONOURING THE PAST: Prof Blackburn (right), his two children and his Malaysian brother-in-law paying their respects at a tombstone in Paka village in Terengganu. The other side of this monument,
built by the villagers, is inscribed with the names of the 46 people killed by Japanese soldiers for anti-Japanese activity in their enclave during World War II. PHOTO: COURTESY OF KEVIN BLACKBURN

BY KEVIN BLACKBURN

EVERY family has a Singapore Story. It
may not be a narrative of great men and
women. It may not stop the presses. But
it is a precious testament passed down
the generations by word of mouth.

Families are a powerful institution in
transmitting history. Many of these sto-
ries start as a tale of immigrants arriving

and their struggles as they build a new
life and family.

Such narratives are the shared stories
meant to bind a family together. Yet they
can have a wider influence as well, provid-
ing unique, on-the-ground insights into
pivotal events in the nation’s history.

Learning about family history can en-
courage citizens to become more aware of
the part that generations of loved ones

played in the nation’s history.
Those discoveries can strengthen a

sense of belonging and national identity,
allowing you to see how your family’s
own history fits into the rich mosaic of
the nation’s past.

Unearthing your family’s history is of-
ten a simple task – yet highly rewarding.

One obvious way, of course, is to just
start talking to older folk, ask about the
past and record their testimony.

When the young talk to the old about
the past, bonds form. The old sense that
their memories are of value, while the
young are impressed that the past is al-
most speaking to them directly.

It can produce amazing results. From
just asking her mother to talk into a tape
recorder, China-born British author Jung

Chang wrote the international bestseller
Wild Swans: Three Daughters Of China.

Her mother was so enthusiastic about
telling her family history that she would
even speak into the recorder alone for
hours when Ms Chang had gone to work.

You can take it a step further and get
into genealogy and comb through births,
deaths and marriages registries, search-
ing shipping lists and cemetery records.

This can unearth riches. Take the fami-
ly histories done by my students, who are
trainee teachers at the National Institute
of Education, that have come across my
desk over the past decade.

Each student submits an assignment
based on interviewing family members,
usually on a particular period of time,
about a place where their family has lived
or a tradition that has changed.

But an oral account of the past is not a
complete history. It is just one source and
perspective of what happened no matter
how authoritative the speaker so the stu-
dents corroborate this account with his-
torical sources, such as newspaper arti-
cles, published memoirs, history books
and documents in archives.

The experiences of these ordinary
individuals capture the ebbs
and flows of historical
forces. Reading family

histo-
ry puts
names
and faces
to the immi-
grant experience, cultur-
al heritage, colonialism, nationalism and
housing resettlement.

I became aware of the remarkable pow-
er of family history after arriving from
Australia in the early 1990s to teach histo-
ry at the National Institute of Education.

Once here, I married and started a fam-
ily with my Malaysian wife, who was
born in Paka, a Terengganu fishing vil-
lage.

Her Henghua grandfather became a
rickshaw puller in Singapore after arriv-
ing from Fujian, after World War I. He
came with two brothers, also rickshaw
pullers. Uneducated, he did not know
how to count the little money he earned,
sending it back to his parents in China on-
ly when the small cash box was full.

Between the wars, he moved to Tereng-
ganu, worked as a fishmonger, and began
a family in Paka.

During our many visits back to the vil-
lage with my wife and two children, I saw
the compelling nature of family stories.

My brother- in- law, whenever we
went to the overgrown village cemetery,
would carefully clear the weeds from his
family tomb, then do the same to another
rather strange-looking tombstone.

This monument told the story of how
Japanese soldiers had arrived in the vil-
lage after some anti-Japanese activity
nearby and had taken one person from as
many families as they could find – and
killed them in retaliation. They killed 46
people from the 60 families in the village.

Grieving families pooled their meagre
savings to erect a monument inscribed
with the names of all the victims in 1947.

Epic stories of the immigrant experi-
ence and Japanese Occupation also ap-
pear in the family histories of my stu-
dents, particularly if their grandparents
were children during the war.

But increasingly as this generation has
aged and died, interviews with family
elders tend to have as their backdrop Sin-
gapore’s post-war road to independence
and development into nationhood.

Hearing about key events in national
history from different family members un-
derlines that there is not just one version
of the past but many perspectives.

One aunt may reminisce with pride
about her role in student politics of the
1950s and 1960s. A younger aunt in the
same family may see this youthful ideal-
ism as a distraction from studying and
getting ahead in life.

Today, the generations often debate
the effects of modernisation. They talk
not just about enjoying affluence, but al-
so about the loss of familiar places and di-
minishing closeness of the extended fami-
ly.

In this talking across generations, fami-
ly members are fashioning their own Sin-
gapore Story. Perhaps these family histo-
ries are like threads that, if woven into a
tapestry, tell the story of the nation.

Kevin Blackburn is an associate professor in
humanities and social studies education at the
National Institute of Education.

BY NURUL MUNIRAH ABDUL SAMAD

MY FATHER has this saying: “A kam-
pung is a society – but living in an HDB
flat made us become individuals.”

As my family and I look back on our
idyllic kampung days, we miss this strong
neighbourly spirit that my father loved.

Until I was six, I lived in serene Kam-
pung Lorong Fatimah where the Wood-
lands Immigration Checkpoint stands. I
lived there with my grandfather, parents
and two elder siblings in the early 1980s,
till we moved into an HDB flat in 1990.

Our kampung houses were segregated
into two types: The atas or upper houses
were built on higher ground with access
to water supply and amenities. The ba-
wah or lower dwellings were built above
the sea on wooden stilts.

Our house sat on the borderline – our
kitchen was built on stilts while the rest
of our home rested on dry land. My grand-
father had bought it in a dilapidated state
for $3,000 in the 1960s.

My father, Abdul Samad Haji Jaafar,
58, a retired rigger, says my grandfather
extended the ibu rumah or main room for
family prayer. He also enlarged the ruang
tamu or reception room, so it was big
enough for our guests who visited almost
every other night.

My dad also remembers: “At times,
your grandfather and I had to swim below
our kitchen to check whether the stilts
were still strong.”

In front of our home were trees plant-
ed by my grandfather. These included co-
conut, rambutan and pulasan – a rare hy-
brid of rambutan and lychee. We also
reared our own poultry.

Though our home was not luxuriously
decked out, we had a fresh water pipe, col-
our television, radio, VCR player and an
oven where my mother did her baking.

But my late grandfather Haji Jaffar Sap-
pa lived more simply, fetching water
from the well and using oil lamps.

My older brother, Sanusi Abdul Sa-
mad, 34, a commercial diver, remembers
more than me and says our “front yard”
was the open sea for swimming. The back
of our home was another playground for
any form of recreation.

“What else could one ask for?” he
asks.

We played masak masak or pretend
cooking, borrowing real utensils from our
kitchen. Sometimes we boiled eggs –
gifts from our grandfather – in coconut

husks. We barbecued prawns and fish.
Festivities, from weddings to Hari

Raya, involved everyone, like one kam-
pung-sized family. The villagers set up
canopies, cooked and arranged long ta-
bles for a communal lunch.

My parents, who wed in the kampung
in 1974, say they experienced this tremen-
dous camaraderie. Female neighbours dec-
orated the bridal chamber with fragrant
flowers and ornamental lights.

Although kampung life was blissful,
sanitary conditions were inadequate.
Houses that stood on the sea faced
threats of floods. Resettlement to HDB

flats became inevitable.
A final sea sports contest was held by

the penghulu or village head before we all
moved. Villagers took part in a miniature
sailboat race and a sampan tug-of-war.

When moving day finally arrived in
1990, there was much hesitation among
the villagers, including my father and
grandfather, having spent decades there.

My mother, however, was sure that
our new environment in Marsiling Drive
would be more hygienic.

Being young and naive, my siblings
and I looked forward to the relocation be-
cause of the promise of the playground,

flush toilets and air-conditioned rooms,
for those who could afford the luxury.

Little did we know that just a week af-
ter settling into our four-room flat, we
would begin to feel lonely. None of our
kampung friends had moved into the
same street.

My grandfather lived in our HDB flat
for about four years, and never stopped
reminiscing about kampung days till he
died in 1994. Like him, my family and I
will try to keep the embers of the kam-
pung spirit aglow in our hearts.

Nurul Munirah Abdul Samad, 27, teaches at CHIJ
St Nicholas Girls’ School (Primary).

Watch out for surprising versions of the Singapore Story at the family dinner table. In the National Day Special on Tuesday.

KAMPUNG PLAYMATES: Nurul Munirah (centre) with her brother Sanusi (left) and their best friend,
Midon back in the 1980s. In the kampung, they had their own fruit trees and reared poultry.

When the generations start to share family stories, history
is revealed in a fresh light and familial bonds deepen.
Historian Kevin Blackburn of the National Institute of
Education has assigned 2,000 students to interview family
elders over the last decade, with rewarding results.

Idyllic childhood at
Kampung Lorong Fatimah

Weaving family tales
into Singapore story

MONTAGE OF MEMORIES: The community spirit was strong in Kampung Lorong Fatimah in
Woodlands. PHOTOS: COURTESY OF NURUL MUNIRAH ABDUL SAMAD
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BY TAN YONG TENG

THREE generations of my extended Tan
family have lived within a 1km radius of
the Kim Seng and Bukit Ho Swee area.

We have stayed on despite soaring
land prices and rapid development in the
area – and an attractive offer to relocate.

My businessman father Tan Hong
Pheng, 56, grew up in a kampung home in
the now-vanished Carey Road, where the
Holiday Inn Atrium Hotel now stands.

He lived there with his parents, older
sister and younger brother from 1954 to
1965. The Tan clan has since moved only
three times, always within the vicinity.

In 1965, my father’s family moved to a
one-room rental flat in Indus Road. Then,
in 1978, they moved to a four-room rent-
al flat in Ganges Avenue. Finally, in 1984,
they moved to our present point block of
five-room flats in Havelock Road.

Now, my parents, two younger broth-
ers and I reside in one unit. My aunt, uni-
versity lecturer Tan Mui Ling, 57, who is
single, has a unit on a different floor. This
allows daily interaction among family
members.

My father says: “Living in Kim Seng
and Bukit Ho Swee has enhanced our fam-
ily cohesion and bonded the family.”

While my father’s younger brother
lives in a Balestier flat, he meets monthly
with our family.

Although economic progress has
transformed the places we love, our
attachment to the locality – topophilia, in
geographical terms – is still immense.

Back in the 1960s and 1970s, before I
was born, my father’s immediate family
enjoyed movies at the cinemas in Great
World amusement park, and sometimes
patronised the restaurants there.

Today, our family’s leisure activities
continue to revolve around “Great
World” – Great World City, that is,
which occupies the former site of the
amusement park. My mother, brothers
and I frequent the popular shopping mall
to watch movies, and we enjoy teatime
there on weekends.

Great World has been immortalised on
film in director Kelvin Tong’s $2 million
movie It’s A Great Great World. The mov-
ie can be viewed as an endorsement of
Great World’s status as a part of Singa-
pore’s lost national heritage.

Naturally, it was at the mall that our
family watched that movie together dur-
ing Chinese New Year. My father com-
mented that the filmmakers did a great
job of recapturing the spirit of the old
amusement park.

For many Singaporeans, it was a
favourite venue for weddings, birthdays
and auspicious occasions. It was a place
synonymous with the living culture of
Kim Seng/Bukit Ho Swee in the 1950s
and 1960s. In my opinion, the amuse-
ment park could have been kept as a sym-
bol of built heritage in the area.

However, the scarcity of land and
rising property prices meant that the old
amusement park was no longer
commercially viable. The Shaw Organisa-

tion, which owned the plot of land occu-
pied by the park, sold this prime 4.65ha
site for $60 million in 1978. Only the
Great World name has been preserved.

The demolition of other buildings has
further deepened my family’s commit-
ment to stay put. The rental blocks and
kampung that the family first lived in are
no longer around, but so enduring is my
family’s affection for the district that we
rejected the opportunity to “upgrade” to
a brand- new three- room HDB flat in
Clementi in 1977.

As University College London geogra-
pher David Lowenthal asserts in his book
The Past Is A Foreign Country (1986),
“things worth saving need not necessarily
be beautiful or historic as long as they are
familiar or well loved”.

Living on the city fringes, however,
means living with a predicament. My
aunt says: “Because we are living on a
piece of expensive real estate, the Govern-
ment may decide to redevelop it in future
and the family may have to move when

the time comes.” Attractive future devel-
opments include the Kim Seng MRT.

Despite our staying rooted to this en-
clave for so long, the place may yet slip in-
to our family’s memory in the not-so-dis-
tant future. But even if the tangible disap-
pears, the rich past of our beloved home
is, and will be, alive in my family’s identi-
ty and shared memory.

Tan Yong Teng, 25, is a final-year student
pursuing his bachelor’s at the National Institute
of Education

BY SMITHA SARAM NADARAJAH

A 15-YEAR-OLD girl sat shyly on a stool
in her bathroom, surrounded by her
aunts. They splashed cold water mixed
with flowers, lime and turmeric at her
face and sarong-clad body, but that could
not dampen her excitement.

The year was 1947. My grandmother
was having a ritual bath – to purify her
soul and spirit – during her “menarche”
ceremony.

Menarche, or the onset of a woman’s
menstruation, is often a subject spoken
about only in whispers.

But not in the Hindu community. It
has long been an Indian tradition to
acknowledge a Hindu girl’s coming of age
– both physically and spiritually – with a
menarche or Sadangu ceremony.

This marks the end of her childhood
and signifies her unity with the Hindu
adult community.

Madam Somasundaram Sarasvathi, my
78-year-old grandmother, recalls feeling
shy yet excited during her ceremony, held
at home in Macalister Road.

Before the ceremony, she recounts,
she had to stick to a code of conduct dur-
ing a 16-day confinement when she was
deemed “unclean”.

She was restricted from associating
with boys. Simply staring at unwed men
would result in painful consequences met-
ed out by her parents.

Restrictions also included sleeping on
the bare floor and being isolated in her
room. My grandmother was allowed to
absent herself from Stamford Girls’
School for two weeks.

Asked if these conditions were

onerous, she says: “I never found it too
difficult. I believed my mother had good
intentions behind the restrictions, and it
was an Indian tradition I respected.”

Her menarche ceremony, held two
weeks after her confinement, was filled
with pomp and splendour.

It began with a bathing ritual in the
morning, and then she dressed in her first
sari. Bangles and fresh jasmine flowers
completed her adornment. All eyes were
on her as she walked daintily into the liv-
ing room for the start of the ceremony.

The Indian princess had arrived.
For the first time in her life, my grand-

mother felt she was the centre of atten-
tion. Relatives, close friends and kam-
pung neighbours were invited to the
house.

While she sat in the living room, her
maternal uncles and female relatives cere-
moniously took turns to bless her using
items significant in Hindu tradition, such
as sandalwood paste, fruits and betel
leaves.

Once the rituals were completed, sim-
ple food such as dhal rice and putu
mayam with sambar, a South Indian gra-
vy, was served to guests. Gifts were then
presented to my grandmother.

Embedded in the ceremony was a sub-
tle, second function – conveying the mes-
sage that she was ready for marriage.

Many suitors asked for my grandmoth-
er’s hand in marriage right after the cere-
mony. I later discovered that in the past,
what followed was a betrothal ceremony
that led to marriage.

This explains my grandmother’s excite-
ment during the ceremony.

“I also knew that I would be getting

married soon after the ceremony and all
these thoughts made me quite excited
and anxious all at the same time,” she re-
calls. She wed four years later, at age 19.

She adds: “It was a very proud and grat-
ifying moment for my mother to witness
her young daughter becoming a woman.”

My grandmother still believes in the
value of the ceremony, which signals to
young girls that they will take on more
responsibilities.

Sadly, the excitement and relevance of
this ceremony are gradually fading in im-
portance for my younger female cousins.

Though the older generation still
wants this tradition to be celebrated in
lavish style, many of my younger cousins
do not share this view. They are unaware
of the significance behind the rituals and
do not see the point of this ceremony in
modern times.

My cousins seem to be detached from
the beliefs and social milieu of their
elders. I suspect this is prevalent in the
wider Indian community as well.

My female cousins now find the cere-
mony archaic and embarrassing. One re-
marks: “It is just absurd to have my rela-
tives and friends coming over to celebrate
such a personal matter of mine!”

They also find it impractical to adhere
to some of the restrictions ahead of the
ceremony.

My cousin R. Preyarathey, 25, a fi-
nal-year Singapore Institute of Manage-
ment student studying banking and fi-
nance, says: “It’s impossible to miss
school for two weeks and some of the oth-
er restrictions are just senseless.”

My cousin, whom I call Preya, was 12
when she first menstruated. Her mum
gave her a ritual bath that morning, but
she seemed more intent on not being late
for work. Also, Preya was confined at
home for only one day, not 16 days like
our grandmother.

With the changing identity and role of
women in Singapore over the years, new
gender narratives have arisen in realms
like education.

Many educated Hindu girls, like my
cousins, do not want to marry at a tender
age like my grandmother. They are also
against the idea of an arranged marriage
and prefer finding their own partners.

Many of them had gone ahead with
this ceremony only because they bowed
to tradition and maternal pressure. As
nominal “believers”, they seem indiffer-
ent to this ceremony, and some have men-
tioned that they would discontinue this
tradition with their own daughters.

Whether this tradition will survive
remains to be seen. As a Christian, I did
not go through this ceremony. However,
I personally feel that instead of discard-
ing this tradition altogether, we can per-
haps balance the beloved customs of pre-
vious times with the realities of the
younger generation.

Both the older and younger genera-
tions should accept that certain aspects
of our celebrations can be revised to keep
them fresh and relevant.

I believe that when young people like
my cousins are able to see an enduring
meaning in the menarche ceremony, they
will feel moved to continue a tradition
that affirms their identity as part of a fam-
ily and a larger Indian community.

The writer, 23, is a third-year student pursuing a
bachelor’s degree at the National Institute of
Education.

1960s: The
extended Tan
family has
lived in the
Kim Seng and
Bukit Ho
Swee area
since 1954. In
this 1960s
photograph
are the
writer’s
paternal
grandparents,
aunt, uncle
and father
Tan Hong
Pheng (first
from right).
From 1954 to
1965, they
lived in Carey
Road Urban
Kampung,
where the
Holiday Inn
Atrium Hotel
(far left) now
stands.

PHOTOS:
COURTESY OF

TAN YONG
TENG

BECOMING A WOMAN:
The writer’s cousin
R. Preyarathey (above)
at her menarche
ceremony about
13 years ago at age 12,
at which she received
blessings (left) from
her great-grandmother
and grandmother, as
well as from other
relatives (below).
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Coming of age with
blood and flowers

It’s a Great World,
and a great home

Indian sweets
Girl and guests are served rock 
sugar, dates and traditional sweets

Oil Lamp
Knowledge

Fruits
Thanksgiving 
to deity

Fragrant and 
associated 
with deities

Flowers

Betel 
nuts 
and 
leaves
Fertility

Coconut
Coconut kernel is purest 
offering. Breaking 
coconut symbolises 
destroying ego
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Red powder

Auspicious 
redness of 
menstruation

Kumkuman

Sandalwood 
paste
Santhanam
Blessings

Palakaram 

Rolling 
mortar pestle

Good cooking 
skills

Amie Kale

Blessings for a growing girl
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1990s:
The
writer
(above,
first from
right)
with his
parents
and
brothers.
They live
in a
five-room
flat in
Havelock
Road.
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