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Executive Summary 
 
1. Singapore’s industrial heritage is a theatre of memory and a form of intangible cultural 

heritage, based on the people’s lived experiences and memories. 
 

2. The industrial history was made by ‘a thousand different hands’ working in conjunction, 
ranging from the Singapore government, international non-governmental organisations 
and experts, multinational corporations, and local employees and industrialists.  

 
3. Locals played wide-ranging role in industrialisation, from industrialists, managers and 

supervisors to technical staff, production workers, consumers, and their families and 
communities. Their aspirations, lived experiences and memories form the basis of 
Singapore’s industrial heritage. 

 
4. International actors played a key role in the making of Jurong Industrial Estate and 

National Iron and Steel Mills and highlight the existence of Transnational Singapore, a 
country open to and actively seeking global ideas and expertise. 

 
5. Industrial heritage is unique compared to other forms of heritage. People’s memories 

highlight ‘big narratives’, which encompass not only industrial sites and work, but also 
intangible factors: namely, industrial minutiae such as wages and shifts; cultures of work; 
sights and smells; Made-in-Singapore products; work and family; and technical schools. 

 
6. Unexplored areas of Singapore’s industrial history include colonial precedents of the 

industrialisation programme, change and continuity of industrial sites, and the roles 
played by local industrialists, foreign management and labour. 

 
7. People are interested in industrial history, and are likely to support and participate in big 

narratives of industrial heritage. 
 

8. A pilot industrial heritage project may comprise a Jurong Garden Industrial Town 
Programme, charting the origins and early development of heavy industry, particularly 
National Iron and Steel Mills, followed by light industry and the development of Jurong 
as a full-fledged garden new town. 

 

1 The project is supported by the Heritage Research Grant of the National Heritage Board, 
Singapore. 
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9. Useful sources for industrial heritage programming include the foreign archives, oral 
history, student theses, special reports by the government and universities, periodicals, 
newspapers, and company ephemera. 

 
10. Follow-up research on Singapore’s industrial history may include the contributions of 

local industrialists and small-medium manufacturing enterprises; company archives and 
ephemera; locally-made manufactures used by Singaporeans; extensive oral history 
interviews; and GIS-based photo-documentation of old industrial sites. 

 
Research Team 
Dr Loh Kah Seng (Principal Investigator) 
Mr Alex Tan Tiong Hee (Co-Investigator) 
Dr Koh Keng We (Co-Investigator) 
Dr James Ang (Co-Investigator) 
September 2018 
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A. Research Background, Objectives and Scope 
 
Our project documented the industrial history of Singapore and considered how this history 
may be utilised in heritage programming. Although industrialisation was a milestone 
development which transformed the country’s physical and socio-economic landscape, its 
history is largely uncharted, with scholarly work focusing mainly on economic policies (Huff 
1994, Kwa, Heng & Tan 2009). There is no in-depth study of the origins and early 
development of Jurong Industrial Estate, the flagship project of the industrialisation 
programme, which we took as a starting point for the project. 
 

The project investigated three research questions: 
 
1. Who were the various actors in the industrial history of Singapore? 

 
2. What are the rich memories of this monumental history? 

 
3. How can people shape and participate in industrial heritage programming? 
 

To address the first question, we conceptualised the industrial history of Singapore as 
being made by ‘a thousand different hands’ working in conjunction (Samuel 1994): 
 
1. The national scale. The Singapore government and state are key actors in the 

industrialisation programme, actively planning, commissioning and implementing a wide 
range of industrial surveys and projects from the 1950s to the present. Our project 
documented the aims and efforts of the political leaders, state agencies and civil servants 
in relation to the global and local actors below. We documented the origins and 
development of the industrialisation programme, the transformation of Jurong into a 
major industrial estate and garden new town, the genesis of National Iron and Steel Mills 
(NISM) as Jurong’s foremost industry, and the development of industrial estates in 
established population areas where flatted factories played a leading role.  

 
2. The global scale. The government and state worked closely with international non-

governmental organisations and technical experts who advised on industrial matters and 
projects, particularly in the development of Jurong Industrial Estate and NISM in 1960-
1961. We also documented the roles of multinational corporations and other foreign 
companies which not only invested in Singapore and created jobs, but also jointly 
established training centres with the government to transfer technical skills to locals. The 
international actors underlined the existence of Transnational Singapore, a country open 
to global industrial expertise, capital, labour, and technology. 

 
3. The local scale. The contributions of a wide range of people involved in industry, from 

industrialists and entrepreneurs of small-medium enterprises (SMEs), managers and 
supervisors to technical staff, production workers, consumers, and their families and 
communities, laid the foundation for the industrialisation programme. This points to the 
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social history of industrialisation, which exists in the small moments and memories of 
industrial sites and factories, work and production, and one’s relationships with 
colleagues, superiors, family, and community. Also salient in this socio-cultural history 
are people’s work selves, the products they made and the cultures of work on the factory 
floor (Leary 2000, del Pozo & Gonzales 2012). 

 
The three scales found the basis for our project’s response to the second and third 

research questions. We conceptualised Singapore’s industrial history and heritage as a 
‘theatre of memory’ – a memorable term used by historian Raphael Samuel (1994). The term 
encapsulates how industrial heritage comprises not only sites of production, but also places of 
memory which have remained vivid, dramatic and meaningful to former employees. Thus our 
project placed heavy emphasis on Singaporeans’ lived experiences and recollections, tracing 
how and how deeply they remembered and invested meaning in the places of endeavour 
where they spent much of their working adult lives.  

 
The emphasis on memory translates industrial history largely into intangible cultural 

heritage. To some extent, this focus is mandated by the disappearance of most old industrial 
sites in Singapore as industries left the country and their buildings and sites were demolished 
and redeveloped. Like many other industrialised countries, Singapore’s tangible industrial 
heritage has largely been neglected. It may also be difficult to argue for the conservation of a 
large number of industrial sites given the historical fluidity of the industrial sector in 
Singapore.  

 
However, the turn to intangible industrial heritage is also progressive and timely. There is 

increasing recognition, both internationally and in Singapore, that heritage does not merely 
consist of physical sites. The SG Heritage Plan (National Heritage Board 2018) 
acknowledges this, celebrating the tangible and intangible heritage of Singapore, both of 
which are seen to be embedded in people’s lives. As intangible cultural heritage refers to the 
meanings, resources and values associated with a heritage site, so our project sought to 
establish how actively Singaporeans experienced and coped with industrial work, creating 
strong and meaningful memories in the process. Acknowledging these lived experiences and 
memories as part of our heritage enriches the history and identity of the city and nation.  
 

Our project also found that industrial heritage is unique compared to other forms of 
heritage and poses novel challenges and opportunities. In many developed countries, it has 
sometimes been difficult for industrial workers to positively recall their past, partly because 
of the difficult experience of deindustrialisation and partly because of the routine, menial 
nature of assembly and manual work. In Singapore, too, a researcher wrote in 1971 of ‘life as 
mere existence for these Jurong workers’ (New Nation, 13 December 1971). Ostensibly 
industrial heritage differs from other forms of heritage which are fondly remembered by 
Singaporeans, such as their food, schools and national institutions.  

 
We propose to conceptualise ‘big narratives’ of Singapore’s industrial heritage, which do 

not merely consist of places of manufacturing and industrial labour, but also the intangible 
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cultural relationships, resources and values which stemmed from industry. These include 
one’s relationships with co-workers and management, and the accommodation of work and 
the family, especially for female employees who made up a large portion of the industrial 
labour force. This approach enables people to transcend their superficial ambivalence to 
uncover the deeper significance they attach to industrial work and memory. 

 
B. Methodology 
 
We utilised a diverse range of sources: 
 
Singapore government and non-governmental records at the National Archives of Singapore 
(NAS) 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations NAS Records.docx 
bibliography Industrial Heritage NAS Completed.docx 
Digital records on HDD 
 
We annotated relevant government records and records of non-governmental associations and 
organisations at NAS, such as the International and Chinese Chambers of Commerce, 
Singapore Manufacturers’ Association and other industry-specific associations, Pioneer 
Industries Employees’ Union, and Singapore Industrial Labour Organisation. 
 

Many of the government records were classified and it took a long time for the ministries 
and agencies to process our requests for access. With advice from NAS, we expedited the 
process by signing an OSA agreement to identify relevant pages in the files which were then 
submitted to the agencies for approval. This enabled us to obtain extracts of 30 Ministry of 
Education files and one from Ministry of Finance, which provided useful information on 
technical education.  

 
However, we were unable to locate the files of ministries and agencies related to 

industrialisation, such as the Economic Development Board (EDB) and Jurong Town 
Corporation (JTC). These files are crucial to the documentation of Singapore’s industrial 
history, particularly on the roles of the government, state agencies, industrial sectors, and 
individual companies. They provide vital Singaporean perspectives of the history, in addition 
to the foreign archives. The lack of archival documents makes it difficult to chart deep 
histories of industry.  

 
While other sources such as official publications and newspapers can help fill part of the 

gap, as we have done in tracing the history of Jurong Industrial Estate and Rollei Singapore, 
it is difficult to throw light on important matters such as policy motivations, discussions, 
decisions, and changes. To write detailed and compelling historical narratives which will 
speak to ordinary Singaporeans, it is necessary to begin declassifying the records of the 
ministries and agencies pertaining to industrialisation. 
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Foreign archival records 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
bibliography Industrial Heritage General Completed.docx 
Digital records on HDD 
 
The sources of the British Colonial Office and international non-governmental organisations 
such as the United Nations (UN) were useful in charting the transnational industrial history of 
Singapore. 
 
Publications of the Singapore government, international agencies, companies, associations, 
trade unions, and private individuals 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
bibliography Industrial Heritage General Completed.docx 
Digital records on HDD 
 
The bulk of research focused on the voluminous collection of annual and special reports and 
studies, periodicals, and directories of local and international agencies, institutions, 
associations, and companies, such as EDB, JTC, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Labour, 
UN, International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, Chinese Chambers of 
Commerce, various industrial associations, and universities.  
 

Also included here are newspapers, student theses, industrial research surveys, and 
memoirs. The Tan Tiong Hee collection contains material on General Leather Ltd, a pioneer 
company established in 1964 by Tan Yeok Seong, highlighting the roles played by the EDB, 
UN and local industrialists.  

 
This diverse group of published sources is useful for both mapping the industrial 

history of Singapore and providing material for industrial heritage programming. As with 
government records, however, there is a lack of archival sources of the companies which can 
help us get ‘behind the scenes’ of our industrial past. 
 
Oral history records at the National Archives of Singapore 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage NAS Oral History Annotations.docx 
bibliography Industrial Heritage NAS Oral History.docx 
bibliography Industrial Heritage NAS Prewar Oral History.docx 
Digital records on HDD 
 
We researched the oral history interviews conducted by NAS of various policymakers, civil 
servants, industrialists, and employees involved in industrialisation before and after the 
Second World War, including interviews in Chinese. Most of these interviews are of political 
leaders, civil servants and businessmen, rather than on ordinary workers. 
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Oral history interviews conducted by the research team 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
Interview records on HDD 
 
The research team interviewed 35 people from a broad range of socio-economic backgrounds, 
including management, supervisory personnel and production workers, both male and female 
and of different ethnic backgrounds. Oral history is important both as a source containing the 
‘voice of the past’ (Thompson 1978) and memories of industrialisation. By focusing on 
ordinary workers, the interviews helped fill gaps in the documentary record and NAS’ 
interviews. They have not been transcribed but are accompanied by a summary of the content.  
 
We are arranging for the interviews to be deposited as a group with the National Archives of 
Singapore. 
 
Sharing of research on Facebook group, ‘Theatres of History and Memory: Industrial 
Heritage of 20th Century Singapore’ 
URL: https://www.facebook.com/groups/singaporeindustrialheritage/ 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Nostalgic Singapore https://www.facebook.com/groups/48000673979/ 
On a Little Street in Singapore https://www.facebook.com/groups/183252211695508/ 
Old Sembawang Naval Base Nostalgic Lane https://www.facebook.com/groups/swang27/ 
 
Social media was a participatory and immensely productive component of our project. 
Between April 2017 and September 2018, we shared our research on a Facebook group 
dedicated to the industrial history and memory of Singapore, and on several other groups on 
Singapore heritage and memory. Beyond the academic research, the social media enabled us 
to see how Singaporeans recalled their industrial memories. We found a number of oral 
history interviewees after they or their family members responded to our posts. Among the 
interesting and popular discussions were the posts on the German camera maker Rollei 
Singapore, which was the subject of a Straits Times feature in November 2017; technical 
schools; and various Made-in-Singapore products.  
 
Site visits and photographic documentation of industrial sites 
Document(s): 
Site-Search-to-Visit-24 September 2018.docx 
Photographs on HDD 
 
The research team and photographer Juria Toramae completed the photo-documentation of 
about 200 current and former industrial sites throughout Singapore, covering Jurong 
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Industrial Estate and smaller industrial estates in Kallang, Redhill, Alexandra, Tanglin Halt, 
Hillview, and Bukit Timah. The photo-documentation illustrates the tremendous amount of 
physical and spatial change in Singapore’s industrial history. However, the documentation 
only provides a general sense of change and location, as we did not utilise professional 
mapping techniques such as GIS. 
 
Electronic Research Material on Hard Disk Drive 
 
All research material compiled in the project are in electronic form and have been copied into 
the HDD submitted to NHB along with the report. 
 
Table of Contents: 
 
• Main directory: project documents, e.g. annotations, bibliographies. 
• Archival Documents (unpublished material). 
• Biographical Material. 
• Chinese Language Materials. 
• Deliverables (the 4 articles). 
• Economic Research Reports. 
• Maps (street directory maps). 
• Miscellaneous, including project accounts and reports. 
• Official Publications and Reports. 
• Official Speeches. 
• Oral History by Team. 
• Oral History by NAS. 
• Photo-documentation of Sites, comprising photographs and site information. 
• Photographs, including contributions from interviewees. 
 
C. Deliverables  
 
The following deliverables were completed: 
 
• Public talk, ‘Imaginaries of Jurong and the Odd Case of General Leather’ for the 

Singapore Heritage Festival, Jurong Town Hall, 7 April 2018.  
 

• Public talk, ‘Memories of Rollei Singapore’ for A Lighter Side of History series of talks 
and the Singapore Heritage Festival, National Museum of Singapore, 14 April 2018. 
 

• Public talk, ‘Theatres of History and Memory: Industrial Heritage of 20th Century 
Singapore’, Urban Redevelopment Authority, 16 August 2018. 

 
• Article, ‘Theatres of History and Memory: Industrial Heritage of 20th Century Singapore’, 

forthcoming in Asian Network of Industrial Heritage Bulletin in September 2018. 
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• Article, ‘Imaginaries of Jurong Industrial Estate’, forthcoming in International Institute of 

Asian Studies Newsletter in October 2018. 
 

• Article, ‘Theatres of Memory and Intangible Industrial Heritage in Singapore’, for The 
International Committee for the Conservation of the Industrial Heritage Bulletin, October 
2018. 

 
• Article, ‘Memories of Rollei Singapore’, forthcoming in BERITA Newsletter in January 

2019.  
 

D. Major Research Findings 
 
Our project submits three main findings on Singapore’s industrial history and heritage: 
 
1. ‘History is made by a thousand different hands’ 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
 
Aspirations and worldviews 
 
The aspirations and worldviews of former employees comprise a major part of the industrial 
theatres of memory in Singapore, showing how history is made by numerous hands, big and 
small. The largely unstudied role of young women is especially salient. A study of female 
factory workers in Jurong provided insights into their aspirations venturing out of the home 
into industry. Seemingly matter-of-fact statements from the women reveal their modernist 
aspirations for self-reliance (Chew 1968): 
 

‘I thought it would be quite exciting to do my own cooking and washing, for once my 
mother would not be around to tell me not to do this or not to do that’. 
 
‘I cannot stay at home doing nothing’. 

 
Many women preferred factory work because it was ‘stable’, as Normah Dobbs (oral 

history interview, 31 May 2017), who worked in an electronics factory in Kallang, put it – 
stable in that ‘they pay you all the time, on time, and then you get pay raise too’.  

 
Some of the women possessed much personal ambition. In 1972, a female secondary 

student in Metalwork wrote about how she had decided ‘to enter the man’s field’ (New 
Nation, 28 August 1972). A column in the Fairchild publication, Fairtimes (Fairchild 
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Singapore 1979), highlighted the aspirations of female workers to be promoted as supervisors, 
with the belief that they were as capable as the men: 
 

Rugina, a female supervisor: ‘I cannot help feeling that I am being underestimated or 
overlooked by my male colleagues. A female supervisor generally finds it very 
difficult, if not impossible, to command respect from her female subordinates…A 
female supervisor, I suppose, has a distinct advantage over her male colleague in that 
she is more sensitive to the social problems that her female subordinates may face’. 
 
Noraishall Ali, production operator: ‘Since I do not belong to the “skilled workers” 
category, I am always dissatisfied with what I am. I shall always aim for the better. 
Given an opportunity to become a supervisor, technician, or any other profession that 
is dominated by men, I will take it up without any hesitation’. 
 
Christine Chan, Engineering Department: ‘Women in some countries have shown that 
they are capable of being prime ministers, lawyers, production and technical 
supervisors, bus drivers and engineers’. 

 
Minutiae of industrial work 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
 
Many people I interviewed or on social media remembered the little details of their work, 
such as the exact pay, working hours, shifts, and retrenchment. These memories reinforce the 
values of hard work and illustrate progress over time. Gan Lian Bee (oral history interview, 
17 August 2017) related about her pay in a garments factory in the 1960s and 1970s: 
 

We had a basic salary of $2.50 a day but prices differed according to the different 
parts of the garment. The collar paid best. Could earn up to $30-40 a day. Work was 6 
days a week, 8 to 5 pm.  

 
There were similar responses on the Facebook groups: 
 

Chua Eu Hock Gina: As a LAC I was paid only $90/month in 1968. 1968 passed my 
SAC exam and was paid $115/month when I was in RAF serving at RAF Changi as 
General Mechanic. 
 
Kimjoo Ng: My late father worked as a class 1 welder with the Royal Navy in HM 
Naval Base. His salary hit maximum in 1964 and was $257 until the British 
withdrawal in 1968. 
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Lawrence Chong: In 1974, I make 72 cents an hour in a plywood factory :p My 
leadman was earning a princely sum of $280 a month…I think it was Sunlight at Jalan 
Penjuru. There were a few Taiwanese plywood factories. 
 
Jek Kwok Kwong: During the early 60s my daily wage was $1.60 plus OT on 
Saturday, the week's pay was exactly $10 [in a Chinese engineering workshop]. 

 
In addition, although she could not remember the name of her electronics factory, 

Normah Dobbs (oral history interview, 31 May 2017) retained a vivid memory of the nature 
and routines of assembly work: 
 

They have component to put in each hole, they are like big board…you need to put 
the component, then the soldering…We have long table…they divide each person, 
like the first person do this thing and then the second person, carry on and is taken 
forward…Each row do the same job…They have the machine, they put through all 
the component and then the midsection…and then you just do soldering and then at 
the same time, you check, make sure that it is the right thing in the board, then they 
have like…a thermometer to check, and then they show you red or green and the red 
one to show that it is wrong; then you have to change. 
 
Ravindra Dev Rai similarly described on Facebook working on the early IBM 
computers: 
 
I was the computer operator for the IBM System 36. The physical size of the hardisk 
was huge. Data was backed up on magnetic tapes. Takes about 6 tapes to back up the 
datas. Backup was usually done on Friday night after office hours. Can take about 8 to 
10 hours for the entire backup and requires about 10 magnetic tapes. 

 
Cultures of work 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
‘Memories of Rollei Singapore’, forthcoming in BERITA Newsletter in January 2018. 
 
Social and oral history revealed the important cultures of work which emerged on the 
production floor. Hard work was a key component of the culture of work. Many people 
worked hard, and this commitment to work hard and well is warmly remembered. Deng Ya 
Yin (oral history interview, 4 August 2017), who started working in a rubber factory at a 
young age, preferred to work than to be idle at home. She performed her tasks diligently, 
even eating her lunch quickly to resume work. At our interview, she got up from her seat at 
one point to demonstrate how she had sorted through the rubber sheets. She also formed 
strong friendships with her co-workers, who helped her in her wedding. 
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Deng’s three daughters, the three Gan sisters, Lian Sze, Lian Bee and Lian Eng (oral 

history interview, 17 August 2017), described their work as literally a ‘struggle for life’ (拼

命). They worked and they saved hard, giving part of their earnings to their mother which 
helped support their brothers through school.  

 
Another part of the theatre of memory was how the workers formed strong and interesting 

opinions about their employers. Speaking of the management, the female workers from the 
Jurong study (Chew 1968) said, ‘The Taiwanese are the most stingy group of people I know’. 
Conversely, Normah Dobbs (oral history interview, 31 May 2017) had only good things to 
say about her American employer: ‘A lot of people like to work with the Americans’, partly 
because they paid on time. However, a poster on the Facebook group painted Rollei 
Singapore in a good light: 
 

Lee Kl: When Rollei sent workers to Germany for training, local cook was part of the 
learning team. The purpose was to cook local dishes for the trainees so that they 
would feel at home. Rollei's management had put themselves into the workers' shoes 
and I respected it for that, considering in 1970s, the American firms had bad 
reputation for hire and fire. 

 
In a study of male Chinese factory workers in Jurong (Chang 1973), seemingly curt and 

ambivalent comments belie the ways in which industrial work was meaningful: how it was 
demanding, how employees coped, the lack of rest, and the effort and stress involved: 

 
‘Every day I do the same old thing [packing air-conditioners]. It is very uninteresting 
and boring but I’m used to it now’.  
 
‘My work? There is nothing to talk about. You know the usual routine. I am ordered 
here and there. Track away bits and pieces of wood chips from the production line. 
Sometimes I have to sweep the floor too. They won’t give you a chance to rest’.  
 
‘My job is to see the machine runs smoothly. When it breaks down I will have to 
sweat to death’. 

 
Notably, people expressed much pride in their work. Supammal Peramal (oral history 

interview, 26 February 2018) spent nearly a decade at Fairchild on the night shift. She said 
that ‘not one unit of her wiring has been rejected’ and she was the only person to receive two 
pay increments within a year. Supammal was fully focussed on work, which provided an 
autonomous space for her. She worked hard for her family, but she was keen to work, having 
overcome the initial protests of her husband, who saw himself as the sole breadwinner. 

 
Yee Mei Lin (oral history interview, 16 Match 2018) accompanied her mother to work as 

a longsai (from ‘alongside’ – a ship cleaner) as a young teenager. She had to climb the ropes 
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alongside the vessel and had bruises (‘ba lu gu’) on her head as a result of the movement of 
the ship. In recalling such hard work, she did not feel resentful but felt that her poverty had 
made her enterprising. 

 
A major part of the culture of work was the socialisation. Many factory employees were 

young people working on the assembly line for the first time in their lives, especially the 
women who formed the bulk of the workforce in garments and electronics factories. They 
had to meet the demands of industrial production but also brought their socio-cultural 
attitudes and norms to the line. Many of them learned to chat and joke with one another 
whilst working, and became friends, sometimes close ones. The management and supervisors 
sometimes frowned upon such unauthorised socialisation as detrimental to productivity. From 
a historical standpoint, however, this unsanctioned culture of work was not only inevitable 
but also productive. As assembly work was repetitive, socialisation made it tolerable while 
forging durable friendships which helped retain female workers in the factories. 

 
An example can be seen in our oral history interviews with former Rollei Singapore 

employees. Managers and supervisors subscribed to an official culture of work based on 
systematic line work and high productivity. The government also advocated teamwork (the 
classic symbol of which was Teamy the Bee) and the use of productivity tools such as the 
Japanese-derived Quality Circles. At Rollei, the production schedule was hectic, as ex-
technician Lim Hong Hin recalled, with literally ‘4,000 orders’ to meet every night at his 
flashlight control department (Memories of Rollei Singapore sharing, 14 April 2014). Former 
technician Chong Nam Soy compared the women he supervised with the female workers in 
West Germany where he had trained as a technician. He surmised of the latter: ‘when they 
worked, they didn’t talk so much, and even if they talked, they would talk softly and they did 
not turn their heads to talk’. But the Singaporeans were energetic and talkative, stopping 
work to talk. Chong concluded, ‘they can’t compare with the Germans’ (oral history 
interview, 10 August 2017; Memories of Rollei Singapore sharing, 14 April 2014).  

 
There is, however, another side to the story. Maryati (oral history interview, 27 August 

2017) was an ex-Rollei operator, just 19 years old when she joined Rollei in 1973. She 
conceded that she had been ‘playful’ when she first started work in the final control 
department. She was then sent down to the production line as a result. She disliked the dull 
line work but remained at Rollei until it closed eight years later because of her colleagues, 
who had become close friends. For Maryati, socialisation underpinned, rather than hampered, 
productivity. After her marriage, she became more serious in her work and was promoted to a 
lead girl, overseeing a group of operators.  

 
The close relations between workers had another benefit: they sometimes spoke together 

in a single voice to an employer to negotiate a better position for a colleague (Chew 1968).  
Lina Koh (oral history interview, 30 June 2017) also recalled how female factory workers 
engaged in lively banter at work, while living together in the worker hostels of Taman Jurong. 
Noorsia Gani (oral history interview, 26 May 2018) would also kajiao (‘disturb’ in Malay) 
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her colleagues in an electrical factory. She enjoyed her work and was grateful to her 
employer, who had helped the workers and organised annual dinners. 

 
Socialisation was thus an integral part of industrial memory. It appeared that female 

workers soon adapted to the discipline on the factory floor, as Normah Dobbs (oral history 
interview, 31 May 2017) related: 
 

We talked at the same time, but not like stopping the job and talking, you know, you 
have got to work at the same time…no more than “what you do” and you carry on, it 
is more fun…You can’t be so strict like… not talk at all…if you stop and talk and you 
do not do your job then you are in trouble. 

 
Industrial sites, sights and smells 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
 
Our photo-documentation found that only a small number of industrial sites from the 1960s 
and earlier remain today, with the majority demolished or redeveloped for other uses. Among 
the existing sites are: 
 
• National Iron and Steel Mills (now NatSteel), Tanjong Kling Road 
• Sugar Industries of Singapore, Jurong Port Road 
• Acma, Jurong Port Road 
• Famco Asia, Gul Circus 
• Besley & Pike, Wan Lee Road 
• First flatted factory, 105 Commonwealth Drive 
• Sanyo Electronics, Kallang Way 
• JTC terrace factories, Kallang Way (disused, slated for demolition) 
• Lea Hin, Alexandra Road 
• Philips, Toa Payoh Lorong 1 
 
While we did our best to locate the original sites, we did not use GPS mapping and thus could 
not take into account changes to the locality and infrastructure. 
 

But while most sites have disappeared, our project found that many people retained strong 
attachments to them. Wong Choo Kee (oral history interview, 17 November 2017) fondly 
remembered growing up as a boy on Pulau Bukom, where his father worked as an employee 
of Shell. For him, life was ‘almost like a utopia’ with ‘so much freedom’, and the island, 
equipped with its own amenities, was ‘almost a complete city by itself’. ‘We could swim like 
the fish’, he added. 
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Numerous posts on the Facebook groups underlined people’s memories and nostalgia for 

their youth and family, and for old industrial places, sights and smells of the city: 
 

Lam Chun See (on Philips factory): At one time,our production at TP1 - as the Audio 
Factory where I worked was called - was so high that we ran out of space and had to 
move some lines of our clock radios to rented JTC flats in Ang Mo Kio Ave 10. 
Philips @ Toa Payoh. Sadly, my factory is gone now. Photo shows me and my 
colleagues in the IE (Industrial Engineering) Dept. 
 
Ann Trindade: Used to drive past the old Yeo Hiap Seng factory every day..smell was 
unmistakable. 
 
Anthony D Tann: Ocean Garments Store was in an old building next to Nam Tin , 
now known as Yeh Hua Store. It was demolished & rebuilt as the present OG 
Departmental Store. 
 
Wayne Wong (on Hillview and Bukit Timah): ..oh, yes,..I also remember, in the early 
70's,.. 
1. in the place of the current Bukit timah Plaza, was a zinc-walled rubber sheet-drying 
factory,...Still remember the smells, mixed with  
2. Yeo Hiap Seng's Soy Sauce Fermentation, opposite,.. 
3. Amoy Canning Factory,..Green Spot Orange Drinks,... 

 
Charlie Dezkel Ngui: Loved school organised excursions during final year of Primary 
education !  
Cold Storage Creameries was one of food factories visited 8| 
Their plant was located on top of hillock along Upper Bukit Timah Road; right 
opposite Bukit Timah Fire Station 
 

Made-in-Singapore products 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
 
Also well-remembered are some of Singapore’s industrial products, particularly if they were 
items of everyday use or had received substantial publicity, such as Rollei camera, branded 
clothing, shoes, and food and beverages. These memories also contain national pride for 
things made locally, as shown in various Facebook posts: 
 

Lee Yew Moon: The Rollei was more of a Singapore icon than many people realise. 
Not a few times when I traveled in the 1980s and 1990s, fellow travelers would whip 
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out a Rollei 35 from their bags the moment they learned I was from Singapore. And 
they were all praises for the little camera. 
 
Paul Poh: My Rollei 35 is still working today, proudly Made in Singapore 
 
Kok Wai Kin: My sisters, brother and I had our first pair of leather strap-buckle Bata 
shoes bought by our dad when we were still kids. For many years later, our family 
couldn't afford it anymore due to financial problem. Until I went to upper secondary, I 
bought myself a pure white canvas laced shoes followed by Badminton Master with 
green soles. If I recall correctly, it cost $3.90 then for a pair. 
 
Ho Poh Wong: First to Bata, then to school. The advertisement. 
 
Irene Hoe [1974]: One of the first things I did when I got a job was to buy my family 
a new Acma fridge. Our trusty Kelvinator was in its last legs and Mum was thrilled to 
have a new fridge. I paid for it over three months as it cost an entire month’s take 
home pay. 
 
Kimjoo Ng: John Mak The Guinness Stout in Malaysia had a bulldog on it. In SG, it 
is an Alsatian dog with its tongue sticking out, hence, the Hokkien/Teochew name of 
Ang Ji Kow. 
 
Melzzy Zuniga (on Magnolia ice-cream): I love the drumstick till today ...yummy 
…my late uncle used to work at magnolia 

 
Big narratives of industrial work 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
 
Our research found industrial heritage and memory charted within big narratives, in the sense 
that the past was not focused narrowly on physical sites like factories, or on work alone, but 
was intimately connected to intangible, non-work related aspects of life, such as the family, 
co-workers, rest, and recreation.  
 

The family is an especially crucial theme in the big narrative of industrial endeavour. 
People recounted working to support low-income families, as well as whom in their family 
worked where and in what capacity. Just as interestingly, oral histories highlighted how 
women’s shift work required an accommodation between their dual roles within the family 
and the factory. This showed how women’s roles were changing in line with their modernist 
aspirations. 
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For instance, Vasanthara Devi (oral history interview, 23 February 2018) spent 18 years 
as a production worker at Fairchild, mostly on the night shift, making $2 per night. She liked 
the night shift where she made good friends, although it was at times ‘very difficult’ when 
she did not have enough sleep. Devi had to reconcile her roles as an employee and as a 
mother. Her daughter Mona had vivid memories of the night shift, for ‘when mum is sleeping, 
we cannot disturb her or else we will get caning’, and of her mother combing her hair before 
bedtime, and beseeching her mother not to leave for work. Likewise Noorsia Gani (oral 
history interview, 26 May 2018) took up the night shift so she could take care of her children 
after the shift ended. She also stated that she enjoyed working the night shift. 

 
Many responses on the Facebook groups presented strong memories of supportive 

working parents and other family members: 
 

Angie Dierl: Thanks Kah Seng for taking me back in time. My 93 year old mum was 
a longsai worker who worked (in 1960s) to support her young brood of 5 children 
while we were living in Jalan Bukit Ho Swee's 1room flat (with communual toilets on 
each floor, and staircase). Today she's well taken care of by her filial sons. Hats off to 
Mdm Yee whose undeterred spirit has held her in good stead during those very 
challenging times. God bless. 
 
Santhi Allagoo: That’s my mom ! Love her so much . Proud to see that her 
hardworking DNA has been passed to my dear sisters . Thanks Kah Seng for your 
brilliant reporting that brings great memories. 

 
Football, and sports in general, were part of the corporate culture nurtured by the big 

companies in Singapore, and have become part of people’s memories of industrial work. At 
the Memories of Rollei Singapore sharing session (14 April 2018), Kamarudin, who was a 
member of the company’s planning department, emphasised that while ‘the Germans were 
very serious, work-wise they were serious’, football was just as important for them. 
Kamarudin played for his department’s football team alongside his German colleagues.  
 
Industrial education, schools and training 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
 
Industrial heritage also comprises the bridge between school and employment, especially the 
largely unheralded role of technical and vocational schools, industrial training centres and 
apprenticeship in Singapore’s recent history. The period of the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
when the government emphasised technical and vocational education, is an important theatre 
of memory, as shown in the Facebook group conversations: 
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Kuswadi Atnawi: Woodwork in sec school....Electricity in Poly.....hahaha....how 
ironic...but hey, we all are taught some skills at early age.....compare to present 
day....kids can't even change plugs....𑠀𑠀𑠀....just saying..... 
 
Tan Dennis: I loved metal work when I was in sec 1 & sec 2 and attended afternoon 
session weekly. 
I make my own aluminum tooth brush holder which I used it for so many years.... 
good memory... 
 
Simon Ng: In the 70's I was trained in Woodwork, Metalwork and Basic Electricity 
for 2 years at Gan Eng Seng even though I was from St Joseph's. Now I can say I'm 
quite good at them. I do alot of repairs in my house myself.  
 
Tai Lo Chun: Simon Ng That was our generation.  
 
Michael Fonseca: I was in the last batch that did Basic Electricity plus Geometric & 
Mechanical Drawing for O Level. Rather helpful as I stepped into SIngapore 
Polytechnic & work life. 

 
2. Transnational Singapore 
 
Origins of Jurong Industrial Estate and National Iron and Steel Mills (NISM) 
Document(s): 
‘Imaginaries of Jurong Industrial Estate’, forthcoming in International Institute of Asian 
Studies Newsletter October 2018. 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
bibliography Industrial Heritage General Completed.docx 
 
The origins and early development of Jurong Industrial Estate and National Iron and Steel 
Mills are crucial in the industrial history of Singapore, because they not only highlight the 
genesis of the industrialisation programme, but also the largely-unexplored transnational 
dimension of the programme. Singapore was actively embedded into what historian Akira 
Iriye (2004) called a ‘global community’ and ‘international society’ of socio-economic 
development promoted by international agencies and nation-states (Iriye 2004). In 
Singapore’s industrialisation programme, three teams of international experts played 
important roles in 1960-1961, soon after the People’s Action Party (PAP) government was 
elected into office. 
 

The first expert is also Singapore’s best known – Albert Winsemius, the Dutch economic 
planner credited with his country’s economic recovery after the war. Winsemius led two UN 
teams to study the feasibility of industrialisation for Singapore in October-December 1960 
and March-May 1961. He assured the government that Singapore would succeed, as the 
country’s ‘greatest asset is the high aptitude of her people to work in manufacturing 
industries. They can rank among the best factory workers in the world’. Two of his 
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recommendations became pillars of Singapore’s industrial policy: that the city-state should 
manufacture for the world rather than the home market, which it did following the failure of 
the common market and merger with Malaysia, and that industrialisation be led by private 
capital, rather than state capital, with the EDB playing a minor role in capital investment. 

 
Winsemius was also influential in the political aspects of industrialisation. Privately, he 

advised Singapore leaders that industrialisation hinged on retaining the statue of Stamford 
Raffles as a positive gesture to foreign investors, and getting rid of the communists who 
controlled the militant trade unions, which was key for industrial harmony. Winsemius’ 
opinions were well-received, and he became an unofficial economic adviser to the Singapore 
government for two and a half decades. 

 
Less known were the international experts who advised the Singapore government on 

Jurong Industrial Estate and its centrepiece industry, National Iron and Steel Mills. We know 
that Jurong was selected for heavy industry because of various practical reasons: most of the 
land was state-owned and its population was sparse, which minimised the need for 
resettlement. However, it is little known that in November 1960, a team of experts led by 
Japanese engineer Y. Yanagisawa arrived in Singapore to carry out a preliminary survey of 
Jurong. The team strongly recommended that the island should develop heavy industry, 
instead of the safer option of light industry. It assessed Jurong’s waterfront to be suitable for 
heavy industry, being similar to Japan’s southern coasts. Its other proposals were also 
subsequently implemented: land reclamation and levelling of the hills to develop the coast for 
heavy industries, such as shipyards, while the deep waters enabled the construction of a port 
for industrial cargo (which became Jurong Port).  

 
The team also advised that Jurong be zoned as a complete town, not only with industry 

and housing, but also a civic centre, social amenities and green areas for a large population of 
up to 200,000 people. The Yanagisawa study became the basis of a five-year programme in 
the 1961 State Development Plan to develop the first phase of Jurong in the first half of the 
1960s. This included the resettlement of farmers, reclamation of the coastal area and the 
establishment of heavy industries along the seafront. The latter was really the industrial heart 
of Jurong, which differentiates it from other industrial estates built near population areas.  

 
Iron and steel were important enough to be made a separate study from the Winsemius 

mission. Minister for Finance Dr Goh Keng Swee held that an iron and steel plant, using 
imported iron ore and coal from the region, would be a powerful catalyst to industrialisation 
in creating secondary industries and jobs. The project was investigated by another team of 
experts from the UN led by French industrialist Philippe Schereschewsky. The government 
had especially been interested in building a large blast furnace to produce pig iron for export, 
primarily to Japan. However, Schereschewsky cautioned that this was a major project which 
required Japanese backing. Instead, a smaller and more realistic undertaking should be 
pursued: a rolling mill for scrap producing mostly for the local market. Crucially, the mill 
would expand Singapore’s shipbreaking industry, which provided the scrap, and thus create 
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jobs. Schereschewsky deemed the mill ‘the indispensable base of the new steel industry’ and 
called for it to be established promptly.  

 
In relation to the role of the international experts, the formation of the mill, which became 

National Iron and Steel Mills, underlined the contributions of local companies. Initially, it 
appeared that Fuji Iron and Steel, a major steel company in Japan, would invest in the mill. 
However, this eventually did not happen and it devolved to two companies in Singapore, Tat 
Lee, a rubber import-export firm, and Sim Lim, a company with interests in importing 
building materials and in shipbreaking, to jointly establish National Iron and Steel Mills in 
August 1961 – as a mill for processing scrap, as Schereschewsky had proposed. The company 
was located on the southern coast of Jurong designated for heavy industry, and close to it was 
a swathe of shipyards where ships were broken down into scrap. The EDB contributed only a 
fifth of the mill’s nominal capital of $50 million, as Winsemius had suggested. 

 
Thus in the crucial years of 1960-1961, the industrial experts, working jointly with the 

government, helped Jurong emerge as Singapore’s largest industrial estate.  
 
Overseas training and study 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
‘Memories of Rollei Singapore’, forthcoming in BERITA Newsletter in January 2018.  
 
Another aspect of Transnational Singapore was training or studying abroad for industrial 
employment and education. For example, Rollei Singapore sent local technicians to West 
Germany for training. Oral history interviews show how ex-Rolleians viewed the German 
stint as a milestone for themselves and for Singapore. One of them was Chong Nam Soy, who 
joined Rollei Singapore as a technician in December 1971 upon graduating from the 
Singapore Polytechnic. He was part of a group which underwent seven months’ training at 
the Rollei-Werke headquarters in Braunschweig and at a camera shutter plant in Calmbach. 

 
For Chong, the training was an important part of his life story in two ways. One, he 

regarded himself as a pioneer trainee with pride. He also viewed Rollei as Singapore’s first 
multinational, vertically integrated to make an entire product from start to finish locally. 
Second, he learnt the importance of productivity whilst in Germany. Most of the production 
workers there were Yugoslav women, whom he found to be disciplined and dedicated to their 
work. He discovered the importance of nimble hands and values such as discipline, 
punctuality and pride. 

 
Overseas training also uncovered more light-hearted stories of industrial endeavour that 

may be useful in heritage programming. Lim Hong Hin, another pioneer trainee at Rollei, 
joked about taking a flight to Germany as soon as ‘the next morning’, and when the Germans 
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wanted to extend his training, he rejected it for his wife (in Singapore) wanted him to return 
home! Both Lim and Chong agreed that training in Germany was intense, but also 
remembered the food vividly: Chong missed having rice in Germany, while Lim was 
surprised that Germans drank coffee without milk. Lim also recalled how some trainees were 
caught using the Singapore 20 cent coin, which was similar in size to the Deutsche Mark $1 
coin, to buy beer. 

 
3. Unexplored industrial Singapore 
 
Colonial precedents 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Annotations EDB Reports highlighted.xlsx 
 
Another of our findings was that industrialisation spanned the colonial and postcolonial 
periods, a point that is relevant to the Singapore Bicentennial. The earliest light industries 
sprang up quite organically before the Second World War, catering to the local market or 
established by the merchants of the entrepot trade who looked to diversify their business, 
such as the manufacturing of rubber products.  
 

After the war, as economist Lee Soo Ann (1973) noted, the British colonial government 
took the lead in industrialisation. It planned the first industrial estates at Redhill and Tanglin 
Halt (apart from existing private industrial estates such as Hillview) and set up the Industrial 
Promotion Board, the precursor to the EDB. The British also introduced pioneer certificates 
and commissioned the first expert-led industrial surveys, including one by F.J. Lyle in 1958 
which endorsed the common market with Malaysia. Lee also observed that the international 
expertise continued to guide Singapore’s industrialisation after 1959, being sought by the 
EDB and National Productivity Centre. The colonial precedents may be regarded as 
experiments which provided a platform the PAP government was able to build upon. 
 
Change and continuity 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations EDB Reports highlighted.xlsx 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
‘Memories of Rollei Singapore’, forthcoming in BERITA Newsletter in January 2018.  
 
One key theme in Singapore’s industrial history is flux and change, brought about by the 
expansion and contraction of industries, international competition and changes in the global 
market, recessions and retrenchment, labour shortages, and continuous product and 
technological upgrading. These changes shaped not only Singapore’s economic history but 
also the lives of industrial employees. 
 

The EDB annual reports are a good source of the development of the major industries in 
Singapore, particularly electronics, shipbuilding and repair, oil and petroleum, and garments 
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and textiles. They highlight broad economic trends and the influence of international factors. 
The largely labour-intensive electronics assembly industry expanded in the 1960s and 1970s 
into a leading growth sector, making Singapore one of the world’s major suppliers of 
electronic products. Subsequently, the industry upgraded, moving into the production of disk 
drives and computer systems in the 1980s, such that by 1988, Singapore had become the 
world’s largest producer of disk drives, accounting for half of global output. 

 
Similarly, the marine industry was notable for the early expansion of shipbuilding and 

repair to create mass employment. By 1973, it providing employment for 10% of the 
manufacturing workforce. Especially important was rig building, where Singapore became 
the world’s leading exporter of jack-up rigs in 1981. Yet the industry has experienced intense 
competition, worsened by global slumps from the late 1970s through to the mid-1980s. Work 
in the industry was also often hectic and sometimes dangerous. 

 
Intense competition and periods of growth, contraction and recovery also marked the 

chemical industry. What is especially interesting is the upgrading of production technologies. 
The industry developed from the initial refining of crude oil before the war – Singapore 
became the largest petroleum refining, blending and distribution centre in Southeast Asia in 
1969 – to the manufacture of complex petroleum products and petrochemicals. This, as with 
the electronics industry, showcased Singapore’s shift towards value-added, capital- and 
technology-intensive industries in the 1980s.  

 
The garments and textiles industry differs somewhat from the other industries, continuing 

to be labour-intensive despite efforts to innovate. The industry is an excellent case study of 
Singapore’s early efforts to industrialise in the 1960s and 1970s, particularly because it traces 
the life histories of the numerous women who worked in its factories. So does the electronics 
industry. 
 

Even cases of industrial difficulty and failure can be instructive. In 1964, Tan Tiong 
Hee’s father Tan Yeok Seong founded the short-lived pioneer industry firm, General Leather, 
to make leather tanning products, with assistance from the EDB and UN. In his talk at the 
2018 Singapore Heritage Festival, Tan related how his father managed to convince his friends 
from the Hokkien business community to invest in the venture, utilising established clan ties 
in the community. However, they ultimately failed to make the transition from traders and 
wholesalers to industrialists, and the company folded in 1971. This highlighted the challenges 
of industrialisation for local businessmen who did not possess the technical know-how of 
manufacturing. 

 
At the same time, the failure of a company may be a blessing in disguise. An example is 

Rollei Singapore. When it was established in 1971, the company was hailed as a ‘big leap 
forward’ for Singapore to become a precision engineering centre. Yet it faced increasing 
competition from Japanese camera-makers, Rollei Singapore went bankrupt in 1981 and over 
4,000 employees lost their jobs.  
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Nevertheless, the Rollei story has a positive ending, as the late Mr Lee Kuan Yew (2000) 
noted in his memoirs. The training of technicians paved the way for the development of the 
disk drive industry in Singapore in the 1980s, which relied on precision engineering. This 
was not an accident, for skills transfer was in the government’s mind from the start. The 
government and Rollei jointly formed the Rollei-Government Training Centre to train locals 
in precision engineering.  

 
Our oral history interviews showed that the technicians coped well with the closure of 

Rollei and contributed to Singapore’s electronics and disk drive manufacturing. Chong Nam 
Soy (oral history interview, 10 August 2017), reflecting on the closure of Rollei, said, ‘I felt 
sad for Rollei but I didn’t feel sad’. Some former employees had bought the company’s 
equipment when it closed down to set up their own ventures. His ex-colleague at Rollei, Chee 
Chin Seong (oral history interview, 10 August 2017), recalled that it was ‘very easy to find a 
job’ after the closure. He joined General Electric, which made resistors and transistors, but 
the technical process was similar to Rollei’s. 

 
Some notable products and technologies 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations EDB Reports highlighted.xlsx 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
 
The EDB annual reports are a useful source on the history of industrial products and 
technologies in Singapore, which can be used in heritage programmes. 
 

Electronics 
1974 Manufacture of colour television sets, electronic calculators, watches and 

test instruments.  
1975 Manufacture of electronic watches, clocks, TV games, microprocessors, 

tubes and meters.  
1979 Manufacture of electronic toys – remote-controlled cars, mechanised dolls 

and electronic games. 
1983 Increased export of industrial electronic equipment and computer systems. 
1984 Increased export of circuit boards, electronic components and computer 

systems.  
 
Shipbuilding and repair 
1974 Oil-rig building continues to grow rapidly.  
 
Oil and petroleum 
1970 Diversification into hydrocarbon solvents and base lubricants. 
1980 New secondary processing facilities such as catalytic reforming and 

cracking, which increased the value of finished products. 
1984 Building of integrated Singapore Petrochemical Complex on Pulau Ayer 
Merbau.  
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Garments and textiles 
1964 Setting up of pioneer firms in leather, garments, nylon socks, and plastic 

footwear. 
 
Locals in supporting roles 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
 
On the level of companies, the industrial prowess of Singapore is usually attributed to 
multinationals. While this is largely true, our project found that local industrialists, small-
medium enterprises and managers played important ancillary roles. Oral history offers a way 
to uncover why and how some locals became innovative industrialists and managers. This 
history is also pertinent to current efforts to promote innovation. Some examples: 
 

Lai Park On (oral history interview, 4 November 2017) 
Lai helped organise the training of apprentices when PSA dockyard was being 
converted into a commercial shipyard under Swan Hunter. It was necessary to have a 
more systematic and formalised form of training than the traditional ‘sitting by Nelly’ 
method of learning from the ‘shi fu’ (older craftsmen).  
He also set up an in-house Division of Management Services at Keppel, which 
introduced modern management techniques such as feasibility studies and cost-benefit 
analysis. The idea of management services was advocated by Ang Kong Hua who had 
learnt of it in Britain. 
Lai was also Vice-President and Singapore’s representative at Mitsubishi-Singapore 
Heavy Industry, a 50-50 joint venture between Singapore and Mitsubishi. He was 
chosen because he could speak Japanese and had been trained in Japan. He took over 
the Jurong Vocational Institute which was converted into a training centre for the 600 
apprentices who later built the shipyard.  
He also introduced Japanese quality control methods such as TQC (Total Quality 
Control) and Quality Circles in the 1970s. But it was sometimes difficult to convince 
older supervisors and foremen to adopt them, one of whom told him, ‘Mr Lai, are you 
stupid? Are you asking us on lower pay to implement these new ideas?’ 
 
Chua Hang Seng (oral history interview, 3 January 2018) 
Chua was posted to Baharuddin Vocational Institute in 1968. Upon graduation, he 
became an apprentice at Singapore Woodcraft at Pasir Panjang, which made furniture. 
After he finished National Service, he set up a makeshift woodmaking workshop with 
some friends, using rosewood. The venture was initially viable but ran into several 
problems, such as the lack of space within a flatted factory to dry the logs, and finding 
skilled workers. Today, there are 2-4 local woodmaking companies left, compared to 
double the number at the peak of the industry in the 1970s and 1980s. There is little 
future for the industry but change is inevitable.  
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Quek Siow Kai (oral history interview, 5 April 2018) 
Quek joined the Singapore Polytechnic after his A-levels in 1972: his father had just 
passed away and he wanted to start working. Studying in the polytechnic was difficult 
because he was from the Chinese stream.  
He subsequently joined Gul Engineering, a shipbuilding outfit in Keppel Shipyard. He 
was a technician in the machinery section, leading a team to install and calibrate 
engines, generators and pumps. It was a tough job but a good learning experience 
where he learnt about different types of machinery. 
Quek later joined Tan Cheong Industrial Machinery, a large company that made 
construction equipment such as generators, forklifts and heavy trucks. He was the 
service engineer of a workshop and repair shop.  
In the mid-1980s, although married with two children, he decided to obtain a degree 
to break the glass ceiling for technicians. It was a difficult decision but he thought it 
was now or never. He obtained a degree from the University of Huntsville, Alabama. 
This was also during the recession in Singapore so he used the opportunity to upgrade 
himself. 

 
Roles of foreign management and employees 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
 
Like locals, foreign management and workers played important roles in industrialisation. 
Given the local labour shortage, the government offered training awards with eventual 
permanent residency (and sometimes citizenship) to skilled industrial workers. Some of the 
foreigners settled down and had families in Singapore. Further research on this area remains 
to be done. 
 

In particular, Malaysian workers began to return to Singapore’s industrial and 
construction sites after 1970, when the country reached full employment and began to face 
labour shortages. After 1978, they were joined by workers from other Asian countries. 
Interviewing these workers is not easy as most of them had returned home. Our project 
interviewed two Malaysian workers: 
 

Show Tian Tin (oral history interview, 13 July 2018) 
Show first worked as a construction worker from 1969 to 1970. He later joined a 
Japanese company in Singapore, which sent him to Japan for six-months’ training. 
His batch had a five-week long orientation class at the Association of Overseas 
Technical Scholarship, Kansai Kenshu Centre in Osaka. When he returned to 
Singapore, he was put in charge of purchasing construction materials and assigning 
workers. A few years later, he joined a US-owned manufacturing company Chemtec 
Pte Ltd as a fitter. In his 13-year stay in Singapore, he regularly sent back money to 
his parents in Muar.  
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Tan Bock San (oral history interview, 12 July 2018) 
Tan arrived in Singapore to work as a construction worker. As an apprentice, he 
initially earned $5 a day, building the shophouses in Toa Payoh, a 50-storey building 
and a lighthouse, among others. He chose not to work in a factory where the pay was 
lower. It was easy then to find employment in Singapore, and workers with 
experience working for different companies and in different projects were valued 
more. This led to workers frequently changing jobs. He rose from an apprentice to a 
‘mid-level worker’ (中工) and then a ‘high-level worker’(大工). His pay was about 
$12 per day when he left Singapore five years later in 1974. Working in Singapore 
was as one of the happiest chapters in his life – he and other Malaysian workers were 
young and bold, leaving home to be independent, and they made many friends. 

 
It may also be useful to find out how Singaporeans remember their neighbours from the 

peninsula who ventured south to help develop Singapore’s industry and housing. There are 
some good memories, such as the following from a Facebook group: 
 

Soong Ching Yee: When I was a child growing up during the 70s at tan quee lan st, I 
remember my grandma rented out rooms to these young men. They were very 
hardworking and well behaved boys. We were friendly to them and their mothers 
travelled to Singapore to thank my grandma for her kindness towards their sons. 
Those were beautiful times when people have simpler and kinder hearts. 

 
E. Implications for Heritage Programming 
 
1. The shape of an industrial heritage programme  
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
 
Our team proposes a big narrative of industrial heritage which goes beyond factories and 
industrial work to chart the full-fledged working lives of industrial employees. A big 
narrative would encompass people’s lived experiences and memories, namely, the small 
details of work and production, friends people made on the production floor, employees’ role 
within their family, and the relationship between the factories and social spaces in the 
industrial estate or town.  
 

This approach enables people to relate to industrial heritage, while also connecting it to 
other forms of heritage programming such as housing, food, culture and religion, and public 
buildings. For instance, Tanglin Halt may be fruitfully contextualised as both an industrial 
estate and the fourth neighbourhood of Queenstown, so that its factories, and the young 
women and men who worked in them from the 1970s, are an integral part of the ebb and flow 
of life in the neighbourhood and housing estate.  
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Industrial heritage can thus both stand on its own as a heritage programme and flesh out 
other forms of heritage. 

 
Industrial heritage programming can utilise a variety of established heritage methods, 

such as: 
 
• An industrial heritage inventory, which contains not only the history of industries and 

factories, but also the personal memories, stories and collections of former employees and 
residents. 

 
• Industrial heritage tours of industrial estates, sites and factories, linked to the wider 

history of housing estates and communities. 
 
• Marking of more industrial sites in existing heritage trails. 
 
2. Jurong Garden Industrial Town Programme 
Document(s): 
Industrial Heritage Annotations.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook Responses.docx 
Industrial Heritage Facebook group posts.docx 
Industrial Heritage Oral History Interviews.xlsx 
Jurong Garden Industrial Town.jpg 
 
Our team recommends as a pilot industrial heritage project a ‘Jurong Garden Industrial Town’ 
programme. While the light industrial estates played crucial roles in Singapore’s 
industrialisation, Jurong remains significant for Singapore’s driving ambition and endeavour 
to build a major industrial estate from scratch for heavy industry and with no catchment 
population residing nearby. 
 

The Jurong programme would encapsulate the history of Jurong from its origins in 1960-
1961 to the 1980s, when it had transformed into a ‘garden industrial town’, as the JTC had 
envisaged. In addition to the early roles of the government, EDB and international experts 
discussed above, JTC deserves credit for greatly expanding the preliminary development of 
Jurong. In the 1970s, Jurong not only became the preferred site for foreign industrialists 
investing in Singapore, but also a well-planned and increasingly well-settled new town with a 
town centre and a wide range of social amenities and green areas.  

 
The Jurong programme also acknowledges the lived experiences of residents and workers 

in making Jurong a viable town and living space. Current and former factory sites underline 
the big history of Jurong’s industries, as places of camaraderie amongst factory workers and 
good relations between management and employees. Conversely, Jurong’s flats, particularly 
in the pioneer neighbourhood of Taman Jurong, were not merely homes, but also significant 
places where neighbours were neighbourly; especially interesting is how some female 
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residents formed social clubs and befriended and helped the foreigners living in their midst. 
The programme would also highlight the important social, economic and recreational spaces 
of Jurong as meaningful places for people, including the food centres, religious sites, the 
sport complex, drive-in cinema, and the Japanese and Chinese Gardens.  

 
The Jurong programme can take various forms, such as a permanent heritage gallery and 

exhibition, a possible site for which is the former Jurong Town Hall-Trade Hub, mobile 
exhibitions, and talks and seminars by experts, former residents and workers. Another option, 
which will be discussed here, is to run tours of the historical Jurong Garden Industrial Town. 

 
The itinerary of the Jurong tour is for a three-hour morning tour by coach, as the sheer 

size of Jurong makes a walking tour impracticable. Briefly, the tour covers three key thematic 
areas of Jurong: heavy industries, light industries and the new town. It begins at Jurong Hill, 
whose lookout tower provides a commanding hilltop view of the contemporary seafront and 
the historic heart of Jurong to the south. Jurong Hill also contains the Garden of Fame, which 
highlights the transnational history of industrial Singapore and the hill’s role in 
industrialisation.  

 
The tour next moves to the heavy industries on the south coast, chief of which was 

National Iron and Steel Mills, which still stands at its original site. Presently, too, in the 
proximity of the mill are shipyards which historically contributed to the mill’s early 
processing of scrap. Note that security clearance needs to be arranged for some parts of the 
tour, particularly here at the shipyards and petroleum companies.  

 
The tour then travels northwards across a diverse span of light industries in the interior of 

Jurong, including garments factories like South Grand (at original site) and Chartered 
Industries of Singapore, which minted coins and made arms and ammunition. The tour thus 
points out the physical-planned separation of heavy and light industries in Jurong.  

 
The tour proceeds to highlight the proximity and relationship between the light industries 

and flats of Jurong. It showcases the various spaces of the garden town – Taman Jurong, the 
green areas and social and sports amenities. This part of the tour, interestingly, contains the 
sole flatted factory in Jurong (all other factories were terrace factories), distinguishing it from 
other industrial estates in Singapore where flatted factories were numerous. The tour ends at 
the former headquarters of JTC, the Jurong Town Hall, who has been gazetted as a national 
monument. 
 
The itinerary: 
 
• Starting point: Jurong Hill with a lookout tower and the historic Garden of Fame, with 

trees planted by foreign dignitaries. 
 

• Coast and original heart of Jurong: heavy industries, such as National Iron and Steel Mills, 
shipyards at Gul and Benoi Roads, Sugar Industries of Singapore, Jurong Port. 
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• Interior of Jurong: light industries, such as Acma at Jurong Port Road, automobiles (e.g. 

Associated Motors, Bridgestone), textiles (South Grand), Chartered Industries of 
Singapore. 

 
• Garden Industrial Town: the flats of Taman Jurong, drive-in cinema, sports complex 

(stadium and swimming pool), the sole flatted factory, Jurong Vocational Institute, 
Chinese and Japanese Gardens. 

 
• End point: Jurong Town Hall, former JTC headquarters, now Trade HUB. 
 

The Jurong programme should foreground the stories of the workers and residents of 
early Jurong, some of which we found on oral history and social media. Particularly notable 
were the socio-economic places such as the sports complex, drive-in cinema and Jurong Hill, 
as well as the sense of dramatic change and transformation of the town between the 1970s 
and the present day:  
 

Aric Adam (on Taman Jurong): My late grandparents lived in the rental block of flats 
along Ho Ching Road facing the road (Blk 115). I remember buying eggs from an 
auntie at the block behind us, and other munchies from another auntie at the block 
beside us. Climbing to the topmost floor meant you could catch movies for free at 
Jurong Drive-In. And I would follow my aunts and uncles and parents to Daimaru at 
where the Superbowl is, and have KFC opposite. And the market nearby Jurong 
Secondary School had very good vegetarian beehoon! 
 
Danny Lim: Blk 18/19-1st market. 
Blk 60/chase Manhattan Bank- 2nd market. 
Blk'26_21st storey-previously open air cinema. 
Blk 113/205-opposite Drive in cinema. 
60 stores next to cinema. 
Many more, can write a history book. 
 
Lina Koh: Wow! I used to take buses from my place to Jurong bus interchange then 
transfer to bus to Jalan Pesawat alighted at Jln Ahmad Ibrahim bus-stop and walked 
shortcut footpath beside the drain next to SPH factory when I went to office worked 
OT on weekends too. 
 
Frank Lu (Jurong stadium): My POP in 1977. 4th SMC. Picture taken by my brother 
showing arrival of President Sheares. 
 
Chen Duliang: My school used to have sports day here 
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John S H Quek (drive-in cinema): Those were the good old days! GOOD MEMORY 
coming back - dating and courtship while watching movies inside the car at Jurong 
Drive-In Cinema! FUN! 
 
Jennifer Tan: I remember going tgere as well as a kid. It was adventure time for 
me...liked those speakers u can pull by the cord to the car, but as i never was and 
never is a movie buff, will always fall asleep after running around. Some ppl eoll be 
sitting out on deck chairs, while some children will be on the roof of the car. 
Lots of mosquitoes though. 
 
Lucy Chia (Jurong Hill): This is Jurong Hilltops. My fave Japanese Tepanyaki 
restaurant gone since last several years. Beautiful sunset view up there 

My Japanese bosses, colleagues and I were at Hill Top Japanese restaurant 乐满楼 
(Co. name: Hill Top Japanese Restaurant Pte Ltd) for lunch in 1990s where my 
working company located Jalan Pesawat nearby and it's permanently closed in 2014. 

 
The Jurong programme should also include the history and memory of pre-industrial 

Jurong, tracing its emergence from farms and swamps into an industrial estate and town as 
seen from the eyes of the original inhabitants, some of whom subsequently worked in 
Jurong’s factories. Some of our interviewees recalled this transformation vividly: 
 

Goh Hock Wah (oral history interview, 12 April 2018)  
Goh lived in Gek Poh Village 13th Mile Jurong. Jurong was ‘like a swamp’ at the time. 
His parents were happy to own a flat which gave them a sense of security. He studied 
at Boon Lay Primary School and Whitley Secondary School. He obtained a 
scholarship from Ordnance Developments (subsidiary of Chartered Industries, now 
ST Kinetic) and worked there. The company was run by former military officers and 
had a regimental culture.  
Jurong in the 1970s was a ‘workers’ place’ and Boon Lay was known as ‘mini-
Johore’, as there were many Malaysian workers employed there.  
He was approached to join the Shipbuilding and Marine Engineering Employees’ 
Union in 1992. The union raised labour issues with the Ministry of Manpower, which 
set up a safety hotline for workers. This enabled the Ministry to discipline errant 
employers and contractors and helped to reduce safety and other incidents. 
 
Josephine Yau (oral history interview, 12 April 2018) 
Yau is the wife of Goh Hock Wah who met him at Ordnance Developments, where 
she worked a store clerk and subsequently in production planning and personnel. She 
subsequently left for the private sector, joining ADM Archer Daniels Midland Cocoa 
in Jalan Boon Lay which manufactured chocolate. She saw it as a better job in a 
Dutch company which was relatively ‘slow moving’, less structured and more open to 
ideas.  
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Jurong today has changed for the better and is comparable to the city, but it is 
important to preserve old places and games (such as pond fishing, skipping rope – 
zero point – playing marbles, and five stones). 
 
Lim Buck Tong (oral history interview, 4 April 2018) 
His family was moved from a farm at current Lorong 8 Toa Payoh in 1966 to a 
resettlement site in Hong Kah Village, Jurong 12th Mile. Old Hong Kah was like ‘wild 
land’ at the time.  
The kampong had a mixed of economic activities, such as making bean curd and fried 
fritters, and pig farming. He did his shopping at the Jalan Lama market at 10th Mile, 
and further away at Beauty World in Bukit Timah 7th Mile which had the latest 
fashions in apparel and had two open-air cinemas. He also shopped at Taman Jurong, 
where he noticed many Malaysian workers and soon began to speak like them, such as  

saying, ‘几多钱’? 
 
There are also similar posts on old Jurong in the Facebook groups: 
 
Tan Cheng Kok [on Ong Lee Village]: I was born and lived in this Jurong Area before 
independence. I like it very much. I think I will write a book in future about this area. 
I 'graduated' from Kindergarten at the Jurong 10-mile Community Centre and often 
jogged through the whole length of Jurong Town Hall Road to Teban Gardens. 
…My childhood life revolved around this villlage. I studied at the kindergarten at this 
communiy centre. Played basketball and soccer at this CC and picked local fruits from 
the 2 cherry trees located at the 10 miles market. Had ice-kachang there. It was so 
vibrant there. Even jogged from the village to Ulu Pandan through the old Jurong 
Town Hall Road. There were lots of flooding where I lived and witnessed king-size 
centipedes and often walked home without street lamps. No telephone, fridge or TV 
until 1974 (in my case). So much to write about this area. Alas it is now replaced by 
Jem, Jcube, IMM, NgTengFongHosp, Skyline ,etc. 
 
Mohd Bakhtiar Anang: Love this map of old Jurong before it was developed into 
Jurong East and Jurong West HDB Estate. Notice that Jalan Bahru Utara and Jalan 
Bahru Selatan before it was renamed to Jurong Town Hall Road in conjunction with 
the building of Jurong Town Hall(now a heritage building) at the side of Kampong 
Tebing Terjun. I have fond memories of Kampong Tebing Terjun. Part of Kampong 
Tebing Terjun become Jurong Country Club but alas, Jurong Country Club is 
acquired for the new HIgh Speed Train, Singapore-KL. station. 

 
3. Useful historical sources 
 
The following sources are useful for industrial heritage research and programming. 
 
Government archives 
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We annotated a selection of the 200-odd archival files at NAS on Singapore’s industrial 
history, as discussed above. Most of these were the Ministry of Education files which throw 
light on the development of technical and vocational education and training in Singapore, 
often working with international agencies such as the UN or Colombo Plan. 
 

However, major gaps remain in the archival sources crucial for documenting the full 
industrial history, including the records of the EDB, JTC, Ministry of Finance, and Ministry 
of Trade and Industry.  
 
Industrial research and studies 
 
The material here is voluminous, relevant and important. We highlight some particularly 
useful and less known reports and series: 
 
Commissioned studies: 
• Singapore Trade Commission. Report of the Commission appointed by His Excellency the 

Governor of the Straits Settlements to enquire into and report on the Trade of the Colony. 
Trade Commission, 1934. 

• International Bank for Reconstruction and Development. The Economic Development of 
Malaya. Singapore: Govt. Printer, 1955. 

• F.J. Lyle. An Industrial Development Programme. Government Printing Office, 1959. 
• United Nations, Bureau of Technical Assistance Operations. A Proposed Industrialisation 

Programme for the State of Singapore. 1963. 
• International Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Report on the Economic Aspects 

of Malaysia. 1963. 
• Asian Development Bank. Economic Report on Singapore. June 1969. 
• International Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Current Economic Position and 

Prospects of Singapore. 1973. 
• Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation. Economic and Social Conditions in 

Singapore. 1975. 
• Applied Research Corporation. A Study of JTC Flatted Factories: Prepared for Jurong 

Town Corporation. Singapore: Applied Research Corporation, 1976. 
• Ministry of Trade and Industry. Economic Committee. The Singapore Economy: New 

Directions. 1986. 
• Report of the Manufacturing Subcommittee. In Ministry of Trade and Industry. Economic 

Committee. The Singapore Economy: New Directions. 1986. 
 
Ministry of Finance: 
• Goh Chok Tong. Prospects of A World Depression. Singapore: Ministry of Finance, 1968. 
• Chng Meng Kng. The Trading Companies of Japan. Singapore: Ministry of Finance, 

1968.  
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• Toh Peng Kiat. A Forecast of Hotel Development in Singapore. Singapore: Ministry of 
Finance, 1968. 

• Chan Wah Yoke. Labour Productivity in Manufacturing Industries. Singapore: Ministry 
of Finance, 1970. 

• Toh Peng Kiat. The Oil Search in Southeast Asia. Singapore: Ministry of Finance, 1970. 
• Charlotte Wong. Demand for Welders in Singapore. Singapore: Ministry of Finance, 

1970. 
 
Economics Research Centre, University of Singapore: 
• David H. Clark. Manpower Planning in Singapore. Singapore: University of Singapore, 

1971. 
• Amy Wong. A Survey of Selected Small-Scale Manufacturing Industries in Singapore. 

Economics Research Centre, University of Singapore, 1973. 
• A Report on the 1977 Singapore Polytechnic Graduate Employment Survey. Singapore: 

Economic Research Centre, 1977. 
• A Report on the 1977 Employment Survey of Nanyang University Graduates. Singapore: 

Economic Research Centre, 1977. 
• Manpower and Training Requirements of the Tourist Industry in Singapore, 1979-1994. 

Singapore: Economic Research Centre University of Singapore, 1979. 
• Chow Kit Boey. Human Capital and Trade in Manufactures of Singapore and Some 

Developed and Developing Economies. Singapore: Economic Research Centre University 
of Singapore, 1974. 

• Chiang See Poh. A Manpower Survey of the Furniture Industry. Singapore: University of 
Singapore Economics Department, 1969-70. 

 
University studies and student theses deserve a special mention, for they often contain 
insightful interviews with industry personnel and photographs: 
 

• 《裕廊工业区工业发展调查报告书》, 南洋大学经济学会出版, 1967。Report on 
Jurong Industrial Survey. Published by Nanyang University Economic Society, 1967.  

• B.L. Chew. The Young Woman Worker at Jurong. Unpublished academic exercise. 
Department of Social Work, University of Singapore, 1968. 

• H.D. Fong (Fang Xianting). Small Industry in Singapore. Published by Nanyang 

University Institute, 1971. 方显廷,《新加坡的小型工业》, 南洋大学研究院，1971。 

• Tang Swee Chay. A Study of Shipbuilding and Ship Repairing Industry in Singapore, 

Bachelor Thesis for Nanyang University Department of Geography, 1971. 陈瑞才《新加

坡造船与修船工业》, 南洋大学文学院地理学系学士毕业论文, 1971. 

• Ong Han Boon. Geographical Research on the Development of Timber Industry of 
Singapore and Its Distribution: A case Study on Sawmilling and Plywood Industry. 

Bachelor’s Thesis for Nanyang University Department of Geography, 1971 翁汉武, 《新
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加坡木材工业的发展与流通关系的地理研究：以锯木业和合板业为例说明》,南洋

大学地理系学士毕业论文, 1971. 

• Xu Sheng Guang. A Study on Japanese Automotive Assemblage Industry in Singapore. 
Bachelor Thesis for Nanyang University Department of Business Administration, 1971-

1972. 许声广, 新加坡日本汽车装配工业的探讨。南洋大学商学院工商管理系学士毕

业论文, 1971-1972。 

• Zhang Sun Ming. The Productivity of Textile and Garment Industry in Singapore. 

Bachelor Thesis for Nanyang University Department of Economics, 1971-1972. 张孙铭,

《新加坡纺织与制衣工业生产力之研究》, 南洋大学商学院经济系学士毕业论文, 

1971-1972。 

• Hsu Mei Zhen. Electronic industry in Singapore. Bachelor Thesis for Nanyang University 

Department of Economics, 1972-1973. 许美贞, 《新加坡电子工业》南洋大学商学院

经济系学士毕业论文, 1972-1973。 

• Ang Keng Siang. Singapore Paper Products Industry and Industrial Productivity. 

Bachelor Thesis for Nanyang University Department of Economics, 1972-1973. 洪庆祥, 

《新加坡纸品工业与工业生产力》, 南洋大学商学院经济系学士毕业论文, 1972-

1973。 

• Chang Yung Yee. The Young Chinese Factory Workers at Jurong. Diploma in Social 
Studies. Department of Social Work. University of Singapore, 1973. 

• 《裕廊工业区研究》, 南大地理系编。教育出版社出版, 1976。Jurong Industrial 
Estate: A Collection of Geographical Essays. Edited by Nanyang University, Department 
of Geography. Published by Educational Publications Bureau Singapore, 1976.  

• Li Hua. An Overview of Garment Industry in Singapore. 1983. 李华, 新加坡的服装工业

概况, 1983。 
 
Foreign archives 
 
These include the records of the UN, the World Bank, Britain, and the Colombo Plan which 
highlight the history and development of Transnational Singapore. We have suggested to 
NAS that these records be acquired. 

 
Company sources 
 
There is a dearth of archival material and ephemera of both large and small-medium 
companies in Singapore, although there are some oral histories at NAS on the former. The 
history of manufacturing SMEs, which played an ancillary role in Singapore’s 
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industrialisation, deserves to be properly documented, both in terms of archival research ad 
oral history interviews.  
 

It may be useful to further research a series called the OCBC Resource Files, deposited at 
the National University of Singapore library. We did not cover them as they were too 
numerous; there were over a thousand files and some of the content, such as newspaper 
articles, can be found elsewhere. The files appear to contain material in the public domain 
compiled by OCBC, such as company reports and newspaper articles, and are fairly recent, 
dating from the late 1970s and 1980s. Some interesting titles include: 
 
• Chartered Industries of Singapore 
• Intraco 
• Jurong Shipyard 
• Keppel Shipyard 
• Prima 
• Singapore Technologies Marine 
• United Engineers 
• Wing Tai 
 
Periodicals 
 
Newspapers are an obvious and excellent source, which covers developments in industry, 
government policies and hopes, and stories of workers.  
 

In addition, the periodical Singapore Trade and Industry published by the Straits Times 
contains useful write-ups on important industrial developments, while also underlining the 
optimism which lay behind major industrial projects and trends. Interesting articles include: 
 
• Origins of Redhill Industrial Estate, Dec 1960. 
• Oil refining and petroleum, Feb 1961. 
• Metal Box, May 1961. 
• Textiles, May 1963. 
• Soft drinks industry, Oct 1965. 
• Vespa assembly plant, Oct 1965. 
• Toy industry, Sep 1966. 
• Rise in US investments, Oct 1967. 
• Chartered Industries, Jul 1968. 
• Paint industry, Aug 1971. 
• Competition in the beer industry, Feb 1972. 
• Beecham, Feb 1973. 
• Reclamation of Kallang Basin, Mar 1974. 
• Impact of recession, Mar 1975. 
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Oral history and personal collections 
 
NAS holds a large body of oral history interviews, but the memories of general production 
employees and managerial, supervisory, technical, and ancillary personnel are still largely 
undocumented. Oral history helps acknowledge their roles in the development of the family 
and the nation, while also providing ways to obtain much-needed personal industrial artefacts, 
such as photographs, certificates and letters.  
 
4. Follow-up research and documentation 
 
We propose four main areas of follow-up research. First, NHB may wish to support more 
targeted research into specific areas and actors of Singapore’s industrial history and memory. 
Particularly pertinent areas include the manufacturing SMEs, industrial workshops, flatted 
factories, and industries which made products used by locals and thus memorable, such as 
food and beverages, garments and clothing, and footwear. 
 

Second, much of the material found so far has been produced by the state or international 
organisations. There is a need to find and collect company archives, ephemera and oral 
histories, such as by researching the OCBC Resource File collection at NUS or by 
approaching existing companies.  

 
Third, industrial oral history is important. Our project has made a start by interviewing a 

small but broadly-representative sample of people connected to industry. Further groups of 
interviews may be commissioned by NAS, NLB, heritage institutions, or industrial 
associations. The possible themes of industrial oral history can include the nature of industrial 
work; the culture of work; social relations with co-workers; changes in industrial sites and 
workplace; the role of technology and industrial research; the impact of recessions; industrial 
safety and accidents; memorable personalities connected to industry; and socio-economic 
impact on the individual, family and community. 

 
Finally, NHB may wish to commission proper photo- and visual-documentation of major 

former industrial sites using GIS and other appropriate technology to ascertain the degree of 
industrial change and transformation over the last 60-odd years. 
 
F. Conclusion 
 
Our project reached three main conclusions. First, we found that many actors shaped 
Singapore’s rich industrial history, ranging from government leaders, international experts 
and a wide range of employees, all working in conjunction to fulfil the needs of the 
individual, family and nation. 
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Second, we discovered that old, even demolished sites of production and employment 
have become theatres of memory. People have strong memories of these sites and invested 
meaning in them.  

 
Third, in connecting with these memories, industrial heritage should be framed as 

intangible cultural heritage, specifically in big narratives which encompass not only work but 
also intangible aspects such as family, co-workers and recreation.  

 
We recommend that NHB takes further steps to explore the possibilities for industrial 

heritage programming. Industrial heritage helps cultivate a deep sense of history among 
people in Singapore which is key to place-making and identity formation in our nation. 
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