
Having lived here for 25 years, Mr Ronald
Stride has seen how much Singapore has
changed.

When the 72-year-old American arrived
in 1988, Singapore was far from the
bustling, cosmopolitan city it is today.

He can still recall when Marina Bay
Sands and The Sail did not exist, and all he
could see from his Collyer Quay office was
the sea.

The MRT was still in its infancy. Options
for entertainment, food, culture and the
arts were limited. “But Singapore has more
than made up for that now,” he says.

Now retired, the Singapore permanent
resident does not plan on moving back to
his native New York City.

“We’re so integrated in the society here,
it’s hard to move back,” he says at his
Dalvey Road apartment, where he has been
living since he first came here.

He had sat down with his wife, Janet, to
do a checklist on whether they should stay
or go. Singapore came out tops.

The couple have no children.
Mr Stride was posted here while working

for management consultancy Booz Allen
Hamilton and helped set up the regional
office here. Before his stint in Singapore, he
and his wife had lived in Jakarta for a few
years.

Today, he is the chairman of Food From
The Heart, a drive started in 2002 by an
Austrian couple. The couple, shocked by
the amount of food junked by fast-food
outlets and bakeries every day, came up
with a system of collecting the food and
delivering it to nearby charities.

When they returned to Austria in 2011,
Mr Stride took over the task.

He also keeps himself busy by giving
time and money to arts companies and
other charitable causes, such as the
Singapore Repertory Theatre, Singapore
Symphony Orchestra and the Red Cross.

Getting involved has also been the best
way for him to make Singaporean friends,
whom he can go out with for good Indian
food or a plate of noodles – his favourite.

“It doesn’t have to be your home city for
you to do something to make a huge
impact. What I think is great is that Food
From The Heart was started by foreigners
and was able to mobilise a huge number of
volunteers,” he says.

Today, 1,700 volunteers and staff, many
of whom are Singaporeans, deliver Food
Goodie Bags to more than 7,200 needy
individuals every month.

“I like to feel like I’m giving back. Life
has been good to me, so I feel I should
return that to society,” he adds.

Canadian-born Grace Lee had a stable life
in Hawaii after moving there at the age of
six.

She had settled there, interrupted only
when her family moved to Singapore for a
four-year stint when she was a teenager,
and had her own apartment, a car and a
cushy job teaching at the university there.

But in 2006, seven months after recon-
necting and falling in love with a former
classmate from her time here, the 42-year-

old gave it up to move here to be with him.
“I decided that I should take a chance

on this. I could have waited longer but
with the distance and the 18-hour time
difference, I knew the relationship would
dissolve eventually,” she says. Both had
been in relationships before.

She lived here in the 1980s when her
father was on a university posting.

She attended Fairfield Methodist Second-
ary School and Anglo-Chinese Junior

College. It was in college that she got to
know her current partner, a lawyer who is
the same age as her.

“Back then, we already had a connec-
tion, but I was dating someone else and he
had a crush on another girl,” she says.

They did not keep in touch. It was only
in May 2006, when she returned to
Singapore for a visit, that she met him
again at a lunch gathering of some of their
old schoolmates.

“I’m cautious and I thought about the
risks. But it seemed like what I had to gain
was enormous. If the relationship worked
out, it would change my life forever.

“If it didn’t, I could always move back.
What did I have to lose?” she adds.

She has never looked back. Home for
her and that ex-schoolmate, who is now
her partner – he declined to be named – is
an apartment in the Clarke Quay area.

The social psychologist now runs her
own consultancy teaching people how to
live optimal lives and is an adjunct pro-
fessor teaching a
course at the Na-
tional University
of Singapore.

Despite having
lived in Singapore
as a teen, adapting
to life here was not
easy.

The first year,
she adds, was the
toughest and she
discusses in her
essay how she
learnt to “tone
down” her more
flamboyant Ameri-
can way of express-
ing herself and
embrace the subtle-
ties and charm of Asian culture.

The change extended even to the way
she spoke.

“I had to learn the intonation and how
to phrase things so that I wouldn’t be asked
to repeat myself,” she says with a laugh. For
example, she learnt to tell taxi drivers that
she wanted to alight at the “junction” of a
road, rather than use the American
expression “corner”.

Still, she feels she has adjusted well. Ask
her about her favourite food and she will
rattle off a list of local delicacies and
exactly where to find them.

She has also picked up some Singa-
porean “habits”.

“I’ve joined a queue a few times just
because there were a lot of people in it. I’ve
also used tissue to ‘chope’ seats. Whenever
I do all this, my partner tells me how
‘totally Singaporean’ I am.”

T
he phrase “My Singapore, my
home” is being increasingly
muttered in different accents by
those for whom Singapore is
their new home.

In recent years, the presence of foreign-
ers has become a hot topic of discussion.

Foreigners make up about a quarter of
the total population and Singaporeans
worry about losing jobs to them, over-
crowding and escalating property prices.

But a new book, called Insights From
The Inside, puts a human face to the
unfamiliar. Commissioned by the
Singapore International Foundation, a
non-profit organisation, it chronicles the
experiences of more than 30 expatriates
living, loving and working in Singapore.

The foundation’s executive director, Ms
Jean Tan, says: “Communication, dialogue
and exchange are key – and this book
serves as a platform for that. Here’s where
we get to read what foreigners think and
feel about life in Singapore, where insights,
perceptions and quirks are shared.”

It is a timely tome. More immigrants
might be needed in the future to mitigate
the burden of future generations support-
ing the elderly, according to a paper issued
last week by the National Population and
Talent Division which outlined five
scenarios of Singapore’s citizen population
in the next few decades.

The book took nine months to put
together and features expatriates from a
wide variety of professions. It will be sale
from May 10 at $25 at major bookstores.

LifeStyle talks to four of its contributors
to find out why they came to Singapore
and what inspired their stories.

kimspyke@sph.com.sg

Giving back from the heart

Finding romance in a new land

Filipina Rhoda Myra Garces-
Bacsal knows that coming from
a developing country, expecta-
tions of her work might be
lower.

But the 36-year-old lecturer
at the National Institute of
Education believes that hard
work and a sincere attitude have
been key to her doing well in
Singapore.

And she says the rigour and
discipline of working life here
suits her.

“I like the quick pace, how things are
always changing and this drive to excel. It
has made me grow and push my bounda-
ries,” she says.

So much so that she has adopted the
Singaporean habit of having deadlines
before the actual deadline to submit her
work, which she says is unique to Singa-
pore.

“In Manila, there is only one deadline.
Now, I always work with lots of deadlines
to the deadline,” she adds.

Dr Bacsal, who teaches courses in early
childhood and special needs education,
came here in 2008 after getting a job with
the institute.

She felt that Singapore would be a good
place to raise her 10-year-old daughter

because of the strong value
placed on getting a good
education here, as well as the
technological resources
available in the classroom.

Her daughter is studying
at an international school
here, but Dr Bacsal hopes to
enrol her in the School of the
Arts later, as the girl enjoys
performing.

She feels that coming to
Singapore was a good move

for her career because of the amount of
training, supervision and opportunities
offered to the teaching faculty here.

Her husband, 42, a retired air traffic
controller, is their daughter’s primary
caretaker.

While the family had little trouble
adjusting to the food and the weather, she
says that in the initial stages, the fact that
Singaporeans do not smile much was
something that took some getting used to.

Fortunately, her colleagues embraced
her and went out of their way to include
her in their plans. She calls some of them
her close friends and even hangs out with
her “students”.

She said she plans to be in Singapore for
the long haul, to give her daughter a sense
of continuity.

This is where I belong

Reach out and teach

Kimberly Spykerman

“I like the
quick pace,
how things
are always
changing
and this drive
to excel.”
MRS RHODA MYRA
GARCES-BACSAL (left)
from the Philippines

Foreigners who have made
Singapore their home
share their thoughts about
life here in a new book

“It seemed
like what
I had to gain
was enormous.
If the
relationship
worked out,
it would
change my
life forever.”
MS GRACE LEE (left)
who is Canadian-born
and moved here to be
with her partner
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“We’re
so inte-
grated
in the
society
here,
it’s hard
to move
back.”

MR RONALD
STRIDE (left)
from the
United States
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