
Professional photographer Jing Quek,
29, sees fantastical visions of Singa-
pore – a place where grass cutters are
superheroes in disguise and beer aunt-
ies are a sex symbol for heartlanders.

These visions appear in photo-
graphs which are part of what he calls
his Jingapore series. Jingapore – a con-
flation of his name and Singapore – is
a reimagining of Singapore through his
works, be it photographs, videos or a
creative project. It is his quirky take on
his homeland.

Some of the works are displayed in
the Learning Gallery of the Singapore
Art Museum.

“I am making fantasies come alive,”
said the bachelor. “Growing up, we
read about myths such as why Redhill
is named Redhill and how George
Washington cut down his father’s cher-
ry tree. But no one has documented
contemporary Singapore mythology
such as the rivalry between Anglo-
Chinese School (Independent) and Raf-
fles Institution, and how girls from Sin-
gapore Chinese Girls’ School are seen
as very desirable.

“As an ACS boy, I used to go to the
McDonald’s at King Albert Park and
Far East Plaza to gawk at girls. We all
did,” said Quek with a cheeky grin.

The idea for the series came about
because many of his peers were leaving
Singapore for greener pastures over-
seas as it was “boring” here.

Said the photographer who also
runs Super, a company that produces
photos, videos and other collaterals for

advertising agencies: “I didn’t agree. I
think Singapore is a very interesting
place. So I decided to document an ex-
aggeration of the things I thought were
interesting in 21st-century Singa-
pore.”

He regards the ubiquitous, and
some may say mundane, Housing
Development Board flats and void
decks as something that is uniquely
Singaporean and something to be
proud of.

“This is architecture within Singa-
pore that is taken for granted, but it is
a stunning achievement compared to
the success rate of public housing in
other countries,” he said.

He started taking Jingapore photo-
graphs in 2006, when he was still a stu-
dent at the School of Visual Arts, a pri-
vate tertiary institution, in New York.
While on summer vacation, he would
fly back to Singapore and work on his
portfolio. He models for many of his
photos. He has posed in nothing but
red swimming trunks in front of City
Hall as well as amid tall grass in a
wooded area marked for military train-
ing in Ang Mo Kio.

“I would lug seven or eight phot-
graphic lights in luggage cases and
refuse to take a taxi to keep costs down.
People said I was crazy,” he said.

With Jingapore, he hopes to create a
Singapore proud of its culture and her-
itage. “We’re always downplaying our
strengths and comparing ourselves
with other countries. We’re unique
and should be proud of it.”

It was in the 1970s. Watercolour artist Ong Kim
Seng had sat down with paintbrush and easel in hand
to paint an attap house in the old Ang Mo Kio kam-
pung. “A woman who thought I was a government
official came running out with a letter from the
authorities asking me when she would have to
move,” he said with a chuckle.

He said that he was not from the Government.
The house was torn down two months later. Such
transformations in landscape are what motivate the
67-year-old painter to immortalise in his works plac-
es in Singapore that are under threat of disappearing
or changing with the times.

For example, when it was announced that the Kere-
tapi Tanah Melayu railway tracks would be removed
and the train service to Tanjong Pagar Railway station
discontinued, he and Mr Kwek Leng Joo, managing
director of real estate developer City Developments –
also an avid photographer – worked quickly to docu-
ment the national landmark in photographs and paint-
ings.The 30 paintings and 35 photographs were done
over the course of 10 months, right until the day be-
fore the station was closed to the public.

Ong has strong feelings about the railway. “Since
colonial days, the idea of having an express train run
right into the heart of Singapore from places as far as
Thailand captured the imagination of Singaporeans.”

The 1990 Cultural Medallion recipient sees him-

self as a historian with a paintbrush, except that he
paints what he wants people to see. He was the first
Asian outside the United States to become a member
of the American Watercolour Society in 1980, and he
received a Public Service Star Award from the Presi-
dent in 2004. He married to Madam Nam Ah Moy,
69, a housewife, and they have three children.

Besides the Singapore street scenes and landscapes
which are his signature subjects, the painter says that
another distinctively Singaporean feature of his work
is the sharp contrast between light and darkness. “Sin-
gapore enjoys tropical sunlight all year round, which
casts harsh shadows. In countries with four seasons,
shadows are longer and softer,” he said.

But he sees his work as more than just that of a
painter’s. “I see myself as a recorder of the passing
of time,” he said. The scenes that he chooses to paint
must have three things: the buildings in the painting
must have architectural value, and the subject must
have historical interest and artistic value.

He has memorialised Potong Pasir’s swampland
with his bold brushstrokes and depicted Tampines
when it was still a sand quarry. He has also painted
Pedra Branca, the island which was the subject of a
territorial dispute between Singapore and Malaysia.
He has almost completed paintings of Singapore’s
five lighthouses, with the exception of the one on
Pulau Pisang.

Ong’s paintings have fetched prices of up to
US$80,000 (S$99,550). His newer works,
which he produces every one or two weeks,
cost $12,000 to $15,000 a piece.

The Radin Mas Primary School and Pasir
Panjang Secondary School alumnus started
painting with oils and watercolours when he
was 15, and was hailed as a child prodigy when
his painting titled Merdeka Bridge (On Nation-
al Day) won a prize at an inter-school art com-
petition in 1960. That was the year Singapore
celebrated its first anniversary of self-govern-
ance from the British with a four-day parade
starting on June 3. Ong has donated that work
to the National Art Gallery.

Will he ever run out of places to paint in
Singapore? “I don’t think so. Every day, we
experience changes in Singapore. That makes
me ask myself whether I should stick to paint-
ing old street scenes when there are so few
left, or should I go with the times. My answer
was to go with the latter. Well, 50 years down
the road, these new street scenes would be old
as well,” he quipped.

After years of documenting Singapore’s con-
stantly changing landscape, ask him what he
thinks is uniquely Singaporean, and he opts for
a surprising choice: “The way we speak English
and Mandarin, how we mix our words.”

Ms Noor Hasnah Adam is a whirlwind of
energy who juggles multiple roles and
comes out on top.

The mother of four children aged
eight to 15 is a teacher at Admiralty Sec-
ondary School as well as an award-
winning writer, newspaper columnist,
poet and caricaturist. The 37-year-old,
who is married to a 43-year-old PR exec-
utive, rides a 1,000cc motorbike and
played bass guitar in a band.

She won her first writing competition
at age 10, when she entered a pantun
contest organised by the Queenstown
Public Library in Margaret Drive.

“Growing up poor, I entered any com-
petition that came my way – drawing,
singing, writing. I joined for the prizes.
Even if they were crayons and foolscap
paper, I would be happy, ” said Ms
Hasnah, whose father was an army offi-
cer staff sergeant who retired early and
became a caterer and an HDB block
cleaner. Her mother was also an HDB
block cleaner.

“The minimum age to enter was 16
years, so the judges were very surprised
when a little girl turned up to collect the
top prize. They almost disqualified me,
but didn’t in the end because I was not
an adult trying for a child’s competition
– I had in fact done better than those old-

er than me,” said Ms Hasnah, who has a
first class honours degree in Malay stud-
ies from the University of Malaya in Kua-
la Lumpur.

That early promise has come to frui-
tion in adulthood. She is a two-time
Golden Point Award recipient (2001 and
2007) and a recipient of the Goh Chok
Tong Promising Youth Award (Distinc-
tion) in 2008. In 2009, she received the
Promising Writer award from the Malay
Language Council.

One of her short stories, Ini Ceng-
kerang Kita (This Is Our Shell), a satire
about nation building, will be included

in a bilingual anthology of short stories
from Singapore and Malaysia which will
be released at the Singapore Writers Fes-
tival in November.

She tackles a wide range of topics in
her writings, ranging from education
and women’s issues to biking and cul-
ture.

While her themes are universal, she is
inspired by ethnic folklore, political
events in the region and Singapore histo-
ry. Her short story, Kota Impian (A
Dream City), centres on Temenggong
Abdul Rahman’s recollections about his
feelings before signing an official treaty

with Sir Stamford Raffles to allow the
British to establish themselves on Singa-
pore.

Ms Hasnah’s life story parallels Singa-
pore’s improbable rise from Third World
to First. “To me, what is quintessential-
ly Singaporean is our determination to
succeed. I carry this spirit with me wher-
ever I go,” she said.

The fourth of six children grew up
reading all the children’s books in the
Malay section at the Queenstown Public
Library.

She quit school after her O Levels,
choosing to pursue a career in music
with her band instead. When the band
broke up seven years later, she returned
to school to further her studies and
sought a career that would take her back
to her first love for language and litera-
ture.

In her first year at the National Insti-
tute of Education, at the age of 24 and al-
ready a mother of two, she penned her
first short story, Naluri (Instinct), which
went on to win a short story competi-
tion organised by the Malay news daily,
Berita Harian.

She was hooked. From then on, all
her spare time was spent writing. While
studying for her university degree in
Kuala Lumpur, she would shuttle back
and forth between there and Singapore
and contributed to the family income by
doing translation, acting, scriptwriting
and even pizza delivery.

“It was very tough. I was offered a
teaching job in Malaysia but I am too
attached to Singapore,” she said. “I want
to educate the young and pass on my love
of Malay literature to them.”

Mr Aravinth Kumarasamy (right), 46, was
born in Sri Lanka, but he feels most at
home in Singapore, especially when he
hears Tamil announcements in MRT trains.

“It makes you feel included,” said the
creative director of Apsaras Arts, a perform-
ing arts company set up here in 1977 by
celebrated Singaporean choreographer
Neila Sathyalingam.

Mr Aravinth was twice forced to flee his
home – first from Colombo in 1983 and
then in 1985 from Batticaloa in eastern Sri
Lanka – because of the civil war that raged
in the country from 1983 to 2009.

Part of the Tamil minority in the Sin-
halese majority ruled island, he migrated to
Singapore in 1987. Given his background,
he does not take racial harmony, or meritoc-
racy, for granted.

“I came here with no connections. I
didn’t go to a certain elite school or pull
strings with certain people, but I still got a
chance to work with different people and
get to places,” said the musician.

In 1999, he received a Young Artist
Award (Music) from the National Arts Coun-
cil, the same year that he received his pink

identity card. “We came to Singapore be-
cause it is modern, progressive and Asian at
heart. It has connections with Indian artists,
which is important to me,” he said.

He came here with his parents – his fa-
ther, Kumarasamy, 74, a retired engineer,
his mother, Swarna, 69, a housewife, and
sister Gayathri Sivarajah, a vocalist and
dancer, 40. His wife, Pavithra Dayanan-
dan, 39, is a housewife and they have a
daughter, Madhumitha, six.

He founded the first Indian school
orchestra at Raffles Girls’ School in 1997,
and went on to form Singapore’s first youth
Indian orchestra in Kolam Ayer Community
Club in 1999.The orchestra has been dis-
banded but its members have joined the Sin-
gapore Indian Orchestra and Choir.

Mr Aravinth’s works have been per-
formed in New York, Sydney, Colombo and
Chennai. He holds a music degree (1987)
from the University of Madras and is for-
mally trained in vocals, veena (a traditional
Indian plucked string instrument) and the
bharatanatyam dance form.

But he is most well-known as a compos-
er, conductor and creator of theatre produc-

tions under the auspices of Apsaras.
His latest production, Nirmanika: Beau-

ty Of Architecture, which explores architec-
ture through bharatanatyam classical dance
form, played to full houses at the Esplanade
Theatre Studio last November and toured
in London and Sri Lanka. It will be per-
formed at Indika, a music and dance festi-
val in Liverpool, England, on Aug 17, and
tour India in October.

The work celebrates
ancient monuments such as
India’s Taj Mahal and Indo-
nesia’s Borobudur, but does
not feature Singapore build-
ings. “Singapore’s are not
monuments, they are build-
ings. It would be quite fun-
ny to produce a dance
about Raffles Hotel,” he
said with a laugh.

He defines Singapore by
its multiculturalism. “My
Sri Lankan friends who
have emigrated to other
countries, such as England
for example, all have only
Sri Lankan friends. In Sin-
gapore, I have Chinese, Ma-
lay and Caucasian friends.

“When Nirmanika was
staged at the Esplanade

Theatre Studio, we were sold out to a multi-
cultural audience,” said the man, who is also
a co-founder of Sambaash, a social media
software platform provider.

“The best thing about Singapore is that it is
a hub for many things. I get inspiration from
Malay and Chinese cultures, and I get to watch
international performances such as Bolshoi Bal-
let here. This sort of experience is not com-
mon in Sri Lanka and India,” he said.

Singapore gone wacky

Mr Tham Wing Thong, 75, has been making
mooncakes and traditional Cantonese pas-
tries at Chop Tai Chong Kok the way his
father made them since 1932 – from
scratch and by hand.

“I know people laugh at us and call us
lao gu dong because we haven’t changed,
but this is the taste that our customers are
used to,” said Mr Tham, who is fourth in a
family of nine children. Lao gu dong means
antiques in Mandarin.

His younger brother, Wing Fook, 73, a
shareholder, and youngest sister Wai Heng,
65, an employee, also help to run the
kitchen at Chop Tai Chong Kok.

The famed bakery in Sago Street is
renowned for its mooncakes with lotus
paste, red bean, green bean and Chinese
ham fillings, and nian gao, the glutinous
rice cake served during Chinese New Year.

Little has changed from the time Mr Tham
used to wash and soak lotus seeds at 3am
every day when he was a primary school
pupil. Today, Chop Tai Chong Kok still
churns out its own lotus paste by hand – a
painstaking process that most bakeries and
restaurants prefer to skip by using commer-
cial suppliers.

The only other mooncake shop in Singa-
pore that is known to make its pastries
from scratch is Tai Thong Cake Shop in
Mosque Street, also in Chinatown.

At Chop Tai Chong Kok’s kitchen in Ubi
Avenue 1, each mooncake is individually
rolled and pressed into decades-old wood-
en moulds handed down by Mr Tham’s late
father, Mr Tham Kah Chee.

The older Mr Tham had fled Guangdong
for Singapore around the time the
Kuomintang lost control of mainland China

to the communists. He set up shop in Sago
Street in Chinatown, to great success.

“People were still buying mooncakes even
during the Japanese Occupation because
there were very few bakeries selling moon-
cakes,” the younger Mr Tham said.

He is aware that many mooncake makers
have automated their production and added
newfangled flavours. But he is resistant to
automation because he said machines work
with a drier dough, resulting in a harder
crust.

“A machine is a dead thing, but human
hands are alive. You can’t make, for exam-
ple, the five nuts and Chinese ham moon-
cake by machine. The pastry would col-
lapse. You can’t produce a four-yolk moon-
cake with a machine either,” he said.

Mr Tham has been married to Madam
Wong Yoke Ying, 76, a housewife, for more

than 50 years. Their only child, Weng Seng,
52, helms the business and bought out the
shares belonging to his eldest uncle Wing
Nam, 78, for himself and his son, Luke, 21, cur-
rently serving national service.

Weng Seng wants to make more moon-
cakes, and modernise and expand the busi-
ness, said Mr Tham. In fact, customers will
see three new mooncake box designs for the
upcoming Mid-Autumn Festival.

But Mr Tham vetoed the notion of
introducing new flavours.

“My son says, ‘Other bakeries even have
jackfruit, tea and ice-cream mooncakes. Why
not us?’ I replied, ‘Why must we be copy-
cats?’ The traditional flavours taste the best.”

He laments that the younger generation is
unwilling to work hard. Weng Seng is too busy
managing the business to step into the kitchen
even though his baking skill is good, he added.

“It is hard to find Singaporeans who will do
such menial work. Educated or uneducated,
they all want high-paying jobs and short work-
ing hours,” said the old baker.

Multiculturalism the draw

The historian with a paintbrush

Passion for
the word

S
tep into an old school kopi-
tiam and you will see the
familiar white-topped tables
and leggy chairs with round
seats and curved wood backs.

But these quintessentially Singapo-
rean furnishings may not be made
here.

Some of the tables are factory-
made in Malaysia, while the chairs

come from Indonesia and Poland, said
Mr Thia Seng Lee, 60, the owner of
Teong Theng, a bespoke furniture shop
in Joo Chiat.

In this age of the globalised econo-
my and outsourced production, howev-
er, there are still Singaporeans dedicat-
ed to the time-consuming task of
hand-making products.

On National Day, Life! celebrates
these artisans who make everything
from paintings to music to mooncakes
and finds out what things these life-
long craftsmen regard as truly Singapo-
rean.

rachchan@sph.com.sg

No ice–cream mooncake for this baker
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ST PHOTO: RAJ NADARAJAN

Mr Tham
Wing
Thong, who
has been
hand-
making
mooncakes
at Chop Tai
Chong Kok
since he
was a
child,
believes in
pastries
made the
traditional
way. ST
PHOTO:
MARIEL
VICTORIA
MOK

ST PHOTO: NURIA LING

ST PHOTO: SEAH KWANG PENG
Rachel
Chan

D2 LLIIFFEE!! T H U R S D A Y , A U G U S T 9 , 2 0 1 2 T H U R S D A Y , A U G U S T 9 , 2 0 1 2  LLIIFFEE!! D3

alwgoh
Highlight


