
SERANGOON GARDENS. The mere mention conjures up visions and 
memories of calm and serenity. Founded in the 1950s by developer 
Charles William Macey, it still retains its old world charm amidst the 
frenetic pace just a mere ten minutes drive away. Delve into the 
world of the Gardeners and you'll discover just why there is just no 
place like Serangoon Gardens.
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Dear Reader:

What you are holding in your hands is a product of the perseverance of one generation, 
the progress of another generation and the efforts of a new generation. Past. Present. 
Future. 

When I first pitched this idea to the Singapore Memory Project team, I had absolutely no 
idea how it would pan out. True, Janus Education’s forte is to mentor young authors to 
write their own books…. and, oh yes, I’m proud to say that we have mentored close to 
5,000 young authors since I first created the Young Author Scheme in 2003. Quite a few 
have gone on to university pursuing dreams they shared while writing that very first book 
of theirs. And how would I know, you might ask. Thank good ole Facebook!

But to write a story out of imagination and to write a feature based on interviews is no 
school-based task. To involve six teenagers, all enthusiastic and raring to go, can be, in a 
word, daunting. How do you mentor them not to write, for they can write well, but to be 
imbued with a curiosity and hunger to delve into Singapore’s history?

For this I have to thank my two guides, Mabel Wee and Larry Lai, both retired but 
still so active in the community. Both have been so forthcoming in giving me help and 
support to source for Serangoon Gardeners (as Mabel would like to call her neighbours!) 
to share their stories. Larry has been so patient with me, even arranging for meet-ups 
in Serangoon Gardens Country Club, where he plays billiards! Mabel even took all my 
young authors on a Serangoon Gardens tour! We ended up in her house (in Serangoon 
Gardens, of course) for much-needed refreshments after a three-hour walkabout! 

Special thanks also goes out to the mentors of my young authors, who I believe shared 
the magic of rejigging hidden memories which would not have been possible had they 
not undertaken this one-of-a-kind project. To Lee Yew Moon, Joyce Fan, Shah Alam, 
Brian Lee and Natalya Thangamany, I extend my heartfelt thanks. To Lim Soo Yong, 
whom I’m afraid have spent many a sleepless night designing this book (I am not very 
good at deadlines!), I owe my gratitude for sticking with me patiently through my many 
book projects!

Mother Teresa once said, “Not everyone can do great things. But we can do small things 
with great love!” My young authors, Lee Tat Wei, Wong Ziling, Eliora Joseph, Athena 
Tan, Sophie Tan and Ron Yap, perhaps, were not aware of what they would uncover 
….. a rich history and culture in a place they call home. As they would attest, the learning 
journey is enriching, yet humbling. For in this place we call home, there are still lots to 
discover.

I like to leave you with this little memory which has been circulating in the Facebook 
group, Memories of Serangoon Gardens in the 50s, 60s & 70s. Thanks also to 
Geraldine Soh and the group members who have so generously allowed me to use the 
photographs. 

 I invite you now to savour this journey into a Heritage Journey like no other…for there is 
No Place like Serangoon Gardens! Enjoy!

FROM THE  
PUBLISHER’S DESK

*Without any maids, our mothers cooked, 
cleaned and took care of the whole family. They 
still had time to chat with neighbours.

*We rode adult’s bicycle to school, the richer 
ones had their own mini-bikes. Ironically, we 
all had problems with our brakes, and after 
running into the bushes a few times, we learned 
how to solve the problem.

NO ONE ever 
won the big 
prizes on Tikam. 
It was a scam 
but it did not 
stop us coming 
back for more. 

*Prefects were 
a fearful lot ... 
more fearful than 
the teachers. 
Detention class 
was like going 
to prison for a day. We had “public caning” in 
schools.

*We rode motorbikes without 
helmets. It was rare to ride a 
private taxi. Taking a 
bus was luxury — 
we either cycled or 
walked everywhere.

*With a mere five 
pebbles, girls played 
endless games and 
with a tennis ball, boys 
ran like crazy for hours.

*Everyone had candy floss, fizzy 
drinks and shaved ice with syrups. 
Diabetes was rare and aspirin/panadol 
cured all illnesses. 

*We shared one bottle of 
soft drink with friends, NO 
ONE actually worried 
about catching anything.

*We ate salty, sweet 
& oily foods, bread 
had real butter and 
sometimes condensed 
milk. We enjoyed very 
sweet coffee, tea, and ice 
kacang but we were not obese 
because....... WE WERE OUT 
PLAYING ALL THE TIME!!

*We drank water from the tap and 
NOT from bottles.

Dedicated To All those Born in 

Paper Cut Out  
Dolls (Juz Pat)

Tay Koh Yat 
adult and 
children’s 
ticket  
(Shirley Joe)

Soft drinks 
bottle caps  

(Henry 
Cordeiro)
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Athena Tan, 14
Sec 2, Xinmin 
Secondary School

Being part of this 
project has been a 
very enlightening 
experience. It took 

a lot of hard work and collecting 
information definitely was time-
consuming. 
I’d seen the (pardon my ugly adjective) 
ugly side of Serangoon Gardens – a 
side that has been hidden by prim, 
neat houses with lush gardens and 
spacious driveways. The elderly, of 
whom a number had been involved in 
the Japanese occupation, told us stories, 
sitting frail in hospital beds or welfare 
homes. 
I have been thoroughly enlightened by 
this experience and I now know and 
understand the deep roots of post-
advanced-economy-Singapore, and I 
appreciate efforts they have made. Thank 
you for involving me in such a project. I 
have learnt way more than I expected as 
well. 

Eliora Joseph, 13
Sec 1, National Junior 
College

I would never forget 
my aching muscles 
as I walked around 

Serangoon Gardens with my mentors as 
we tried to discover more about the rich 
history of this estate. 
I would never forget the nervousness I 
felt as I interviewed a man old enough 
to be my grandfather and the incredible 
sense of fulfillment that I felt when I typed 

*We spend hours in fields under the sun, playing football or 
flying kites, without worrying about UV rays. It did not affect us.

*We roamed free catching spiders and did not worry of Aedes 
mosquitoes. We kept our spiders in match boxes and ready for 
a fight anytime.

*When it rained, we swam the drains and canals to catch Ikan 
Keli, none of us were dissolved in rain.

*We left home in the morning and played all day till hunger 
drove us back home. When needed, our parents knew how to 
find us. NO ONE actually watched over us and WE ALWAYS 
WERE SAFE.

*WE DID NOT 
HAVE HANDPHONES 
BUGGING US. We rode 
bikes or walked over 
to a friend’s house and 
just yelled for them!

*We did not have 
Playstations, X-boxes, Nintendo’s, multiple channels on cable 
TV, DVD movies, no surround sound, no phones, no personal 
computers, no Internet. WE HAD FRIENDS and we went outside 
and found them! Our TV was black and white.

*We fell out of trees, got cut, broke bones and teeth and we 
still continued the stunts.

*We did not have birthday parties till we were 21, that was 
when we started to take notice of girls.

*We have not heard of the word Bumiputra. We only knew our 
friends by names. Their parents were Pak Cik and Mak Cik or 
Uncle and Aunty.

Competition entry forms (Henry Cordeiro)

the last word of my article before sending 
it to my mentor. 
This journey that I had taken in the past 
months brought a whole new meaning 
to me. I am very privileged to have been 
offered this opportunity to assume the 
role of an unofficial investigative reporter 
to uncover the history of Serangoon 
Gardens and documenting the experience 
and contribute to the making of this 
book. 
This assignment was not as easy as 
I thought it would be initially. The 
preparatory work that I had to put in and 
checking my content before submission 
had not been that smooth sailing. 
However, it was filled with interesting 
encounters and the chance to meet and 
make new friends. Many of these friends, 
regardless if they were fellow young 
authors or mentors, left an impression 
and created a priceless experience for 
me. 
When I first started on the project, I did 
not anticipate that a small housing estate 
like Serangoon Gardens would have so 
much history behind it. It has been a 
great honour to be part of this project 
and I look forward to the next project just 
like this one soon!

Ron Yap, 18
JC2, Victoria Junior 
College

This project has 
allowed me to gain 
an insight into what 
certain places and 

traditions mean for different people. 
What would ordinarily be a mundane 
place or thing for common people, 
such as a theatre or a dish, certainly 
holds special memories for someone, 

at least, in the world. Hence, from now 
on, I’ll definitely look at common things 
in a different light, and I believe I can 
empathise more with those who believe 
in keeping memories through mementos. 
I believe that I have also become more 
investigative regarding the histories 
of certain things, a quality I think will 
definitely help me in the future!
Moreover, I think I’ve realised how hard it 
actually is to obtain relevant information 
to write a book. Conducting interviews 
and other investigative work is hard! But 
to get to the bottom of things and to pen 
down the heartfelt feelings and memories 
that people have towards an area such 
as Serangoon Gardens, it certainly is 
worth it. All in all, this project has been a 
wonderful experience for me.

Sophie Tan, 15
Sec 3, Broadrick 
Secondary

I came into the Janus 
Education office to 
help out as a holiday 

job as I was not doing much at home. Ms 
Catherine Khoo asked me to help in the 
Serangoon Gardens project. I helped in 
the research for Secrets and Meet Me at 
The Club.
The housing estate was indeed rich in 
history and stories, and I never expected 
that much knowledge and past to be 
mixed into such a small area. There was 
just so much to learn and know that just 
one book cannot fully comprehend the 
vast richness of its history. 
But above all, what amazed me the most 
were the people. Their personal recounts 
of life in Serangoon Gardens has made 
me see the difference between the past 
and present; how important the human 
touch and relationship has always been. 
In a way, a time capsule was opened, and 
I glimpsed the past only to appreciate my 
present more.

A SENSE OF HISTORY UNFOLDED... A SENSE OF  
BELONGING... YOUNG AUTHORS SHARE

* In badminton, we did not change the shuttle as long 
as it was in flight. Regardless of how many feathers 
were left in the shuttle, our game continued... but still 
Wong Peng Soon and Punch Gunalan made us proud in 
Badminton.

*Match-boxes were always Chilly or King Kong brand...
to own a box of matches from a hotel was something 
great.

* Regardless of whether we could afford one, we always 
knew Maths tuition was $10.00 a month.

* All parties were held in the Town Hall.

*We felt pleased to see a policeman and we were 
always eager to tell the police everything we saw. 

*Morris Minor and Volkswagen Beetle were on our 
roads...driven alongside Kingswood, Vauxhall, Opel and 
Chrysler. Executives of companies drove Peugeot 504. 
Japanese cars were considered “inferior.” There were no 
traffic lights, only roundabouts.

*The whole kampung came together during kenduris 
and all took turns to kacau dodol. Chinese, Indians and 
Malays were all part of kenduris and all of us spoke 
Malay.

*Our favourite local performer was Rose Chan and 
the Beatles were the most popular band. John Wayne’s 
westerns on Sunday Cheap Matinees were 25 cents per 
show.

*Malay weddings had joget sessions in the night, it was 
the only time to ask the Malay lady for a dance.
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Street hawker (Stephen Charters)
Hokkien mee in Opeh (Walter Gan)

Wong Zi Ling, 14

Sec 2, Nanyang Girls’ 
High School

To be honest, I 
didn’t know anything 
about Serangoon 

Gardens when I first started out with this 
project and trust me, I am not trying to 
exaggerate. I would have given myself a 
huge pat on the back just for being able 
to name something that the estate was 
famous for, but I couldn’t. At that point of 
time, one of the reasons for taking part 
in it was so that I would be able to do 
something meaningful and educational 
during the school holidays. 
It may come as a shock, but in my entire 
life, I have never stepped into Serangoon 
Gardens until this project started. It was 
simply because I never had a reason 
to visit that estate until the first official 
meeting, which was held (not surprisingly) 
in SGCC. 
After the first meeting, with me being 
anxious about everything as usual, I 
immediately threw myself into research. 
From the most basic of things like 
finding the origin of its name, to more 
detailed things like trying to dig out local 
musicians from the 1960s who had lived 
or are living in Serangoon Gardens. It was 
truly an eye opener. There was just so 
much to read and analyze. I never knew 
that Serangoon Gardens had such a rich 
history!
Although I didn’t get much information 
for my own topic, which was music, I felt 
a little bit more secure. At least I knew 
something about this amazing estate! 
For a while, I thought that I could actually 
contribute more to the project with the 
knowledge I gained but then another 
problem soon appeared. 
I was out of the country for two entire 
weeks! My whole topic had to be passed 
on to Natalya, as if she didn’t have 
enough to do already! Needless to say, I 

was a bit shy and sheepish when I finally 
did meet up with her again but being 
as anxious as I am about the project, 
she didn’t give me a chance to even 
apologize to her. I even planned a short 
speech on how I was definitely grateful 
for her help yet also feeling extremely 
guilty for not contributing enough so if 
there was anything she needed help with, 
she should just ask me. However, I never 
did get a word out.
Upon my return to the “real world,” 
I was given the assignment to write 
three articles about the musicians who 
were interviewed. With much guidance 
from my highly respected mentor, Mr 
Lee, not only did I finish the articles, I 
also managed to learn more about the 
different styles of writing, especially when 
it comes to writing articles.
As this project comes to an end, so does 
my wondrous journey which started with 
just a spark of curiosity. Although I met 
with some challenges which made it 
difficult for me to contribute much to the 
project, it was a life-changing experience 
for me. I was able to learn so much more 
about an estate in just a month or so 
and at the same time I also got to meet 
so many new people and catch up with 
some others! I think this is the part where 
it becomes more than just the project. 
From mentors to many other seniors and 
juniors involved in this project, all of them 
had, in some way, made me change my 
perspective of the world, or Singapore at 
least, and the people who live in it. 
Their words of wisdom really helped me 
see the many paths that lie in front of 
me. I hope that there would be similar 
projects in the future for me to take part 
in and I would try my best to contribute 
more to it if I ever have the chance!!!!

Lee Tat Wei, 17

Year 5 IB, Anglo-
Chinese School 
(Independent)

This entire project has 
truly been an enriching 

experience for me, both on an academic 
and nationalistic level. What started 
out as at best, a neutral attitude to this 
undertaking has evolved into something 
so much more significant, so much more 
important.
Of course, working on this book has 
generated many technical lessons to 
learn from. From time and resource 
management to PR-skills with potential 
interviewees, this hands-on experience 
is no doubt invaluable to my personal 
development. Incidents like me forgetting 
to click the right button to record an 
interview, resulting in a necessary apology 
and request for a re-interview, has 
strengthened my ability to not only avoid, 
but cope with disastrous incidents.
But the above-mentioned takeaways are 
generic of any academic project. What 
made the Singapore Memory Project 
so important to me on a personal level 
was the discourse and heightened 
appreciation for Singaporean culture 
that the subject matter opened up. To 
be honest, I took away from writing this 
book less about Serangoon Gardens, 
but rather more about Singapore’s 
national development. Prior to this, 
my appreciation for my country was 
encased within the boundaries of National 
Education; what I thanked the country for, 
society has in a way made it a matter of 
course. But within this hardly malicious but 
perhaps ignorant words of thanks to the 
nation lay a hollow resolve and emotion.
Serangoon Gardens. Ang Mo Kio. 
Tampines. Orchard Road. Regardless of 
the neighbourhood, whether heartlands 
or CBD, regardless of the composition of 
the locality, every part of Singapore has 
a story to tell. And that’s perhaps what I 

took away most from working on this book.
As much as I would like not to, in a few years 
I might forget how long several of the food 
stalls have operated in Serangoon Gardens. I 
might even forget the food stalls altogether. 
Paramount Theatre might fade away from my 
memory completely, along with the dozens 
of movies I will watch in modern multiplexes. 
But what will remain, what I will remember 
is every individual’s story that make up the 
historical fabric of Serangoon Gardens of 
Singapore.
Because Singapore’s story is not just our 
journey from merdeka to Marina Bay Sands. 
It is not, and should not be, only the story 
about the stabilization of our political scene 
and our economic progress. Our story is 
hidden in the little pit stops between these 
milestones, the kampong tales, the Saturday 
morning soccer matches at void decks, the 
firecrackers bursting out loud during Chinese 
New Year.
Without all these little stories, Singapore’s 
history will only highlight times of turmoil and 
strife. The most crucial part of appreciating 
our past, is celebrating its happiness. But 
as we trudge on forward with the nation, 
and as skyscrapers grow taller and cast 
its modern shadows over the ang sar lee 
houses of yesteryear, we will forget our past. 
It is inevitable. Every uniquely-Singaporean 
childhood experience will fade to nothingness 
at the mercilessness of time.
And that is perhaps why this book is so 
incredibly important. Not only to me but to 
the nation. The Singapore Memory Project 
seeks to capture and immortalize the hidden 
histories and forgotten memories of our past 
that do not have the privilege of making 
it into academic literature, starting with 
Serangoon Gardens and perhaps continuing 
in a systematic marathon around Singapore. 
Because without these documented 
memories, what unites us Singaporeans is 
merely the vague silhouette of nationalism. 
To truly love our nation and appreciate our 
past, is to learn the little tales that make up 
the bigger story. And this all starts, in this 
book, with No Place Like Serangoon Gardens.

* Ketupat was NEVER plastic wrapped.

* Football was played barefooted in thorn-filled 
padangs, rain or shine... but still Santokh Singh, 
Soh Chin Ann and Mokhtar Dahari made us proud, 
we actually beat South Korea in football.

* Susu lembu was delivered to our house by our 
big, friendly and strong Bayi on his bicycle. All 
jagas were Bayi and no place got robbed.

* Laksa and Putu Mayam man came peddling. Kacang Puteh man walked 
balancing on his head, six compartments of different type of murukus. 

*We played gasing, made our own kites and had kite-fighting with glass-
glued threads and made wooden guns and used seeds from plants for bullets. 

* Kang Kong was free…easily harvested by 
riverside. Kembong was 30 cents a kati and 
nobody wanted Ikan Pari.

*When the circus came to town, everybody 
went to see it. It was the best LIVE show we 
ever saw. 

* Usually we did not have 
to BUY fruits; they were 
self-planted or given 
by neighbours or 
friends.

* The idea of parents bailing us out 
if we broke the law was unheard of. Our parents actually sided 
with the law! Nobody knew about child psychology!
Yet this generation has produced some of the best risk-takers, 
problem solvers and inventors ever!

The past 40 years have been an explosion of innovation 
and new ideas.
We had freedom, failure, success and responsibility, and 
we learned ... HOW TO DEAL WITH IT ALL! And YOU are 
one of them!
CONGRATULATIONS! You might want to share this 
with others who have had the luck to grow up as 
kid before things took a turn in the 80s.
And while you are at it, share it 
with your kids so they will know 
how brave their parents were.

Pak Go Li or playing marbles (Juz Pat)
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Everything in Singapore has a history, and the uptown high-end 
Serangoon Gardens is no different. From its beginnings as a myriad of 

plantations to the bustling modern village it is today, Serangoon Gardens 
has much to offer from its past, present and future.  
We take a look first at the secrets of Serangoon 
Gardens; little tidbits that had played a huge 
role in the district’s history and now remained 
as memories sweetly reminisced.

FLOWERS OF SERANGOON GARDENS
Serangoon Gardens got its name 
from its history of housing plantations, 
nurseries and farms. Rubber plantations 
were especially prevalent in the 
Gardens’ earlier days, as pointed out by 
long-time Gardeners; in fact, it was said 
that huge rubber plantations used to lie 
between Serangoon Gardens and Ang 
Mo Kio, connecting residents from both 
sides. 

Not only that, the blog post ‘A Walk 
Through The Old Neighbourhood – 
Serangoon Gardens’, found on the local 
blog Remember Singapore, revealed 
the presence of flower farms planted 
by the Japanese during the Japanese 
Occupation. 

As the plantations graduated to 
buildings, these flower farms ceased to 
exist. However, flora is still abundant 
in Serangoon Gardens today. Flowers 
of various shapes and sizes could be 
seen in bushes, on the grass, in trees 
in potted plants and even creeping up 
fences and gates.

 These above flora and more can be 
found at various spots in Serangoon 
Gardens, especially at its Chartwell 
Drive Park. Trees such as the Broad-
leafed Mahogany, Golden Penda, 
Trumpet Tree, Golden Shower and 
Ceylon Ironwood can also be found at 
this cosy patch of greenery a stone’s 
throw from Bodmin Drive. 

The flora of Serangoon 
Gardens do not just bless 
the estates with their natural 
beauty but are also remnants 
of what Serangoon Gardens 
used to be a very long time ago. 
So, as they say, take some time to 
stop and smell the roses… literally.

Written by:  
Natalya Thangamany, Catherine Khoo and Sophie Tan

Secrets that 
Endear 

REASON1 A photo-taking trek around the district revealed 
the following flowers and plants:

- The Golden Trumpet. Its scientific name is Allamanda 
 cathartica and it originated from Brazil.

- The Ixora ‘Molly Garret’

- The Ixora ‘Super Pink’ 

- The Ixora Javanica

- The Bougainvillea ‘Elizabeth Angus’ 

- The Bougainvillea ‘Poultonii’

- The Heliconia ‘Golden Torch’, which originiated from   
 tropical America

- The Heliconia ‘Golden Torch Adrian’, which also originated  
 from tropical America

- The Messina Creeper, which scientific name is Ipomoea   
 cairica

- The Hibiscus Rosa-Sinensis Cultivars

- The Hibiscus schizopetalus ‘Pagoda’

- The Pinwheel Flower, also known as the Ceylon Jasmine.  
 Its scientific name is Tabernaemontana divaricata and it   
 originated from Northern India, Myanmar and Thailand.

- The Coral Aphelandra, from the Acanthaceae family. Its   
 scientific name is Aphelandra sinclairiana and it originated   
 from Central America, Panama and Darien. 

- The Garlic Vine, from the Bignoniaceae family. Its scientific 
 name is Pseudocalymma alliaceum, synonymous with Bignonia  
 alliacea. It originated from Guatemala. 

- The Amazon Blue, from the Acanthaceae family. Its scientific 
 name is Otacanthus caeruleus and it originated from Brazil.

- The Peacock Flower, also called the Pride of Barbados. Its  
 scientific name is Caesalpina pulcherrima, synonymous with  
 Poinciana pulcerrima. It originated from the Indies and other  
 tropics. 

- The Combretum constrictum, from the Combretaceae   
 family

- The Leopard Flower, from the Iridaceae family. Its scientific 
 name is Belamcanda chinensis and it originated from China. 
 Found in MyGarden at MyVillage.

- The Fairy Lily, also known as the Westwind-Flower. Its 
 scientific name is Zephyranthes candida and it originated from 
 La Plata, Argentina. Found in MyGarden at MyVillage. 

- The Spider Lily, also known as the White Spice. Its scientific 
 name is Hymenocallis speciosa and it originated from the 
 West Indies. Found in Chartwell Drive Park. 

- The Bird’s Nest Fern, from the Aspleniaceae family. It 
 originated from Tropical Africa, Tropical Asia and the Pacific. 
 Found in Chartwell Drive Park.

- The Excoecaria cochinchinensis, from the Euphorbiaceae 
 family. It is synonymous with E. bicolor and originated from 
 Southern Indo-China and Vietnam. Found in Chartwell Drive 
 Park.

- The Thunbergia laurifolia, which originated from Myanmar and 
 Malaysia. Found in Chartwell Drive Park.

((The above plants were referenced and identified thanks to: ‘1001 
Garden Plants in Singapore’ by National Parks, 5th print in July 
2006)) 
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ORIGINAL BUILDINGS
Steven Charles Macey, a British 
private developer and RAF engineer, 
developed Serangoon Gardens in the 
1950s. Not only was he responsible 
for the building of the much-loved 
Serangoon Gardens Country Club 
(then known as the Serangoon 
Gardens Sports Club), he also had a 
role in naming the many streets of 
Serangoon Gardens. 

The immense network of over 40 
roads and streets in the estates were 
named after places back in Britain. 
Household drives such as Cowdray 
Avenue, Bodmin Drive, Chartwell 
Drive and Blandford Drive pay 
ownage to English towns, villages  
and even markets. 

The British-named streets of 
Serangoon Gardens are not the 
only trademarks here. Long-time 
Gardeners will remember the 
alternative name for the district: 
Ang Sar Lee, literally translated from 
Chinese to ‘Red Zinc Roofs.’ This is 
because back in Serangoon Gardens’ 
earlier days, the houses had roofs 
made from red zinc or tiles. Not only 
that, according to the aforementioned 
blog post, some of the houses had 
nicknames stuck to them by locals 
according to their prices. 

Unfortunately, the ang sar lee has 
gone extinct due to health hazards 
and government regulations. But 
several houses in Serangoon Gardens 
have remained untouched by modern 
development over the years. Take 
a walk down the roads and you will 
see an eclectic blend of original 
one-storey houses alongside newly- 
renovated two-storey mansions. 

Other than the original houses, 

Serangoon Gardens’ Police Post and 
Post Office have also remained nearly 
untouched by renovation. The Post 
Office, opened in 1959 by then-Minister 
of Communications and Works M.P.D. 
Nair, is one of several buildings that 
have maintained their structure and 
façade since the Gardens’ birth. Gold 
and old, the Post Office is still the 
hotspot for postal services in and out 
of the estates. 

Throughout Serangoon Gardens’ 
history, one Traditional Chinese 
Medicine (TCM) shop played witness to 
its steady evolution while progressing 
in its own way. Since 1957, Chong Hoe 
Chinese Medical Store – ‘Chong Hoe’ 
for short – has offered its medical 
herbs and services to customers from 
all over Singapore. 

Ms Jessica Chan is the current owner 
of Chong Hoe, having taken over the 
business from her late father who 
started the store back in 1957. She 
works in the store with her aunt and 
her sister. “My father came from China, 
and Serangoon Gardens was the first 
place he went to in Singapore,” she 
shared. “At that time, you can only see 
sand outside the shop. No trees. And 
there were a lot of low-rise houses, 
especially the ang sar lee.” 

Before opening Chong Hoe, Ms 
Chan’s father worked in medical herb 
preparation, studying the traditional 

techniques of the work immensely. 
After several years in Serangoon 
Gardens, Ms Chan’s father opened his 
TCM store and bought houses in the 
area. 

He and his family had decided to stay 
in Serangoon Gardens for the rest of 
their lives, taking up TCM training in 
an institute in Toa Payoh. “The people 
here are so kind, friendly and well-
educated,” Ms Chan said. “This was 
why we decided to stay here and do 
our business here. Everyone in our 
family is TCM-trained.” 

The residents of Serangoon Gardens 
are not the only patrons of Chong 
Hoe. Ms Chan shares that most of their 
regular customers come from all over 
Singapore, Many of them even return 
to the shop frequently despite having 
moved out of Serangoon Gardens.

“They used to live in ang sar lee,” 
Ms Chan explained. “And then 
they moved out to places like Bukit 
Timah or Hougang or even as far 
as Jurong. But they still come back 
here. They come back to see us and 
still recognize our shop. They buy 
our herbs and get TCM help. Even 
if they are Western-educated, they 
still like herbs and TCM practices like 
acupuncture.”  

So what made Ms Chan follow in her 
father’s footsteps of running Chong 
Hoe? “It’s a family business, so we 
were brought up in this environment,” 
she explained with a smile. “This taught 
us to always help our customers, so 
we got used to it. This is the character 
built into us since young. So it’s a part 
of our lives – to give our services to 
our dear customers. Most of our loyal 
customers are above 50 years old, so it 
is our turn to help them back.” 

Serangoon Gardens Bus Terminal is now a bus stop, 
but the circus (right of photo) is still very much part 
of Serangoon Gardens (David Thornton)

Convent of Our Lady of Good Counsel, 1960s. The 
original structure still stands today (Sandra Binny)

Serangoon 
Gardens 
Post Office, 
nearly as old 
as the estate 
itself

Chong Hoe 
Chinese 
Medical 
Store, 
providing 
TCM 
services 
since 1957

The good old house of Mabel Wee, 
1960s

Mabel’s abode has not changed 
all that much since then

Still sturdy today, shops along 
Kensington Park Road, 1960s 
(Wendy Marsden)

REASON1



16 • No Place Like Serangoon Gardens 17

RAF 

A flip through the pages of 
Singapore’s history reveals that 
Serangoon Gardens used to be the 
residences of several Royal Air Force 
(RAF) servicemen from England, 
Australia and New Zealand. 

Along with their families, these 
servicemen rented or bought 
residences in Serangoon Gardens 
in the 50s and 60s. This was due to 
strong British influence in the area 
then, especially during the district’s 
development under Steven Charles 
Macey. Most of these servicemen lived 
in the area for several years before 
moving back to their countries. 

While staying in Serangoon Gardens, 
these residents sent their children to 
international schools in the area. Being 
neighbours with the locals made for 
pleasant memories shared between 
residents. 

Meanwhile, these loyal soldiers 
continued serving the RAF in several 
areas in Singapore. Places where they 
were based included SAF Seletar, SAF 
Changi and RAF Chia Keng Camp. 
Some of these servicemen were also 
pioneer members of the Serangoon 
Gardens Country Club, then known as 
the Serangoon Gardens Sports Club. 

Today, through social media, some of 
these former Serangoon Gardeners 
have reunited via a Facebook group 
‘Memories of Serangoon Gardens’. 
Long-lost neighbours are able to 
contact their childhood friends 
through mail and the chance memory 
trigger. 

Project guide Mabel Wee shared her 
memories of her childhood friend, the 
daughter of a RAF serviceman living in 

Serangoon Gardens. “They (her English 
neighbours) were with us for around 
four to five years before they went 
back,” she shared. 

“This one girl, she was around five 
years old when she first moved in. Her 
name is Susan, and she is now in her 
fifties. In fact, when she came back 
here some years ago, she tried looking 
for her house. But her house was 
already torn down and a new one built 
in its place.” 

Despite that incident, Susan managed 
to reunite with Mabel and catch up. 
“We used to play together with this 
Indian girl named Rani,” Mabel went 
on with a smile.  

She shared on how she celebrated 
Western festivals such as Guy Fawkes’ 
Day, Halloween and Christmas with 
her British neighbours. “And there 
were no fences. Because of that, we 
had such great times because we 
could play with fireworks and run from 
one house to another.”

Serangoon Gardens and its 
development thus had a role not 
just in Singapore’s history, but also 
in building bonds between people 
regardless of race or religion. 

Mabel shares with us about her 
former neighbour, the daughter of 
a RAF serviceman

Three photos, three great moments

Memories shared, not scattered

A friendly 
neighbourhood 
feast

Mabel in 
her younger 
years poses 
with her 
neighbours

Fun time 
with 
fireworks...
until they 
got banned

REASON1



18 • No Place Like Serangoon Gardens 19

NIB BOOKSTORE
Anyone living in Serangoon Gardens 
in the 50s and 60s would have 
remembered a little bookshop-cum-
library nestled at the corner of Maju 
Avenue. 

Fondly remembered by Serangoon 
Gardeners as ‘NIB’, this secondhand 
bookstore was seen by patrons as the 
perfect haunt for anyone, young and 
old, who loved reading. 

It worked on a buy-and-exchange 
basis – one buys a book at a relatively 
cheap price and gets to keep it for 
life. If the buyer returns the book, he 
or she would receive a deposit usually 
sufficient enough to get a new book. 
Of course, provided that the book was 
well-taken care of and not kept for too 
long. 

A trademark of the bookshop was its 
stencil-like stamp, emblazoned with 
‘NIB’ – meaning ‘Nora Ini Bookshop.’ 
According to former patrons, this 
stamp was always placed on the first 
page of purchased books and showed 
the book’s price. 

Mr Peter Colaço, long-time resident of 
Serangoon Gardens, reminisced over 
the cosy little bookstore. “You buy a 
book for $1.80,” he shared. “And when 
you return it, you get $1.20 back. On 
the weekends, I will buy four to five 
books and read them. After a few 
weeks, I return them and buy more 
books. You will be very surprised at the 
range of books they had.”  

Most of the residents were English-
educated and so they gave away their 

“My parents and I would pay a visit on 
a weekly basis to the nearest NTUC 
supermarket in Serangoon Gardens, 
which was what got me acquainted 
with NIB,” he shared. “For me, what 
defined NIB was the affordability of 
‘borrowing’ the books it had on offer, 
which included many of the latest 
novels. The price was lower compared 
to many similar second-hand type 
bookshops.”

When at NIB, Jerome would indulge 
himself with the latest in the mystery 
genre. “I would go for the latest spy-
novels and crime novels,” he shared. 
“My favourite books included those 
written by John le Carré.” He still keeps 
a book entitled Gorky Park, which he 
bought from NIB years ago. 

Jerome added that the store used to 
hold a huge collection of romance-
themed novels that were popular with 
female patrons. “I think those were 
slightly cheaper than the novels,” he 
said.

It was not just the books that struck a 
chord with NIB’s patrons, but also the 
warmth and friendliness of the owner. 
According to Mr Clement Puah, “The 
little corner secondhand bookstore 
run by a slipper-wearing swift-footed 
Indian chap behind a small wooden 
desk, next to “Mel’s Scissors” (old-skool 
Malay barbers, $7 a cut). The MO: 
Slurpee from 7-11 ($1.20), #currypuff 
(80¢) from Sputnik coffeeshop, then 
peruse away! Archies, Beanos, Astérix, 
Tintin, Mad magazines, gamebooks, 
Mills and Boon romance pulps (for 
the ladies), local ghost compendiums, 
Hardy Boys, Nancy Drews and actual 
novel-novels; may not be in mint 
condition (nobody cares about that 
back then) but he has them all. Thirty 

cents rental fee per book for two 
weeks. Buy, Sell, Rent, Return, Live. It 
was the bookstore at the end of the 
universe.”

Jerome believed that he took over the 
store from his father, who frequently 
returned to India. “His grown-up son 
would run the shop in his absence,” 
he referred to NIB’s owners and their 
father-son dynamics. “The storekeepers 
were always very friendly.”

But as Serangoon Gardens developed, 
changes were made. NIB was closed 
down suddenly, as mentioned by Peter. 
“It was the day when I came by the 
shop,” he remembered. “the owner had 
gone back to India, and he had left all 
the books behind. He could not find 
anyone to take over the books, so he 
just quietly disappeared. Eventually, the 
landlord cleared out the books. This 
was many years ago.” 

NIB’s space is now occupied by the 
café Happy Daze. While the corner’s 
current occupant is as dearly loved as 
its predecessor, residents still sorely 
miss NIB.

But all is not lost. Libraries are still 
aplenty on the island. Also, on 18 
August 2014, local newspapers reported 
of mini-libraries slowly cropping up 
around the island. 

One such mini library sits in Serangoon 
Gardens.This was due to the efforts of 
24-year-old Bryan Lim, who set up a 
free mini-library outside his house in 
Wolskel Road to let people take and 
donate books. 

The concept of exchanging books 
could lead to a revival of the communal 
love of books and reading here in 
Singapore. 

books as secondhand. I bought those 
secondhand books, and then returned 
them at lower prices. Every time you 
bought and returned, the price got 
lower. But eighty cents was the cut-off 
price. You can buy a good book for 
just eighty cents.”

Peter shared that NIB started out at 
where Citibank now stands, as a ‘hole-
in-the-wall’ shop along Chartwell 
Drive. It was to later shift to the corner 
of Maju Avenue. 

Mr Jerome Lim of the blog The Long 
and Winding Road shared with us his 
experiences with the much-beloved 
bookshop, having first visited it when 
he moved into Ang Mo Kio in 1976. 

Black, white 
and still very 
chic, this 
barbershop 
has seen NIB's 
heyday and 
lived through 
the years

The NIB stamp of transaction 
(Jerome Lim)
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MOBILE PROVISION 
STORES
Everyone likes a personal touch, or 
their belongings customized according 
to their preferences. Plus, good service 
makes for good customer relationships. 
That was the case in Serangoon 
Gardens’ early days, where door-
to-door hawkers and vendors were 
aplenty.

Unless most businesses today, these 
door-to-door sellers were mobile and 
moved around neighbourhoods to sell 
their wares. Carrying their goods and 
services in carts, in vans, on bicycles 
or even on their shoulders, they will 
approach every house or ring their 
bells in the neighbourhood to sell. 

Hawkers meeting with customers right 
at their doorstep to sell and trade were 
a common sight in the neighbourhoods 
of early Serangoon Gardens. 

Project guide Mabel recounts her 
experiences with these mobile service 
providers. “We used to have hawkers 
coming around to our houses, carrying 
baskets of food,” she remembers. 

One of her fondest memories about 
these mobile hawkers was a man who 
came around on a bicycle to sell bread, 
which is today the Serangoon Gardens 
Bakery at the Marketplace. “He comes 
around with his cart of bread on his 
bicycle,” she shares. “At that time, the 
roads were not as smooth as they are 
now and they had potholes. 

So as children, we will wait for the 
bicycle to tip over, and all the breads 
and cakes will fall on the ground. We 
will just dust off the bread and eat it.” 

Other than food, these door-to-door 
services also delivered fresh fertilizer to 
houses. “There was this one bullock cart 
which used to sell tanah hitam lembu 

(cow’s droppings),” Mabel remembers. 
“We used to buy it for our plants. So 
they will come around, with two cows 
pulling the cart. 

We then thought, ‘Why do we have 
to buy?’, so we will follow behind the 
two cows with paper bags, pans or 
trays. And when the cows pooped, we 
get a free supply. Sometimes, we even 
scooped the droppings from the road. 
We used the droppings for our mom’s 
roses.” 

Mabel shares further about a mobile 
fish-and-chips eatery that was highly 
popular with the British residents of 
Serangoon Gardens, vans that used to 
go around the neighbourhoods selling 
all kinds of food, and carts that still 
sell potong ice-cream to children and 

domestic helpers to this day. 

While the culture of door-to-door 
slowly dwindles, one man is still 
dedicated to going into the estates and 
delivering daily commodities with a 
personal touch. Residents fondly refer 
to him as the ‘tut tut man.’ 

 “He comes around everyday at five 
in the afternoon,” Mabel shares. “He 
comes around in his van and when he 
‘tuts tuts,’ all the neighbours will run 
out and buy from him. 

In those days, we used to not pay cash 
immediately. Instead, he will have a 
little Triple-5 notebook where we will 

write down which day and which item 
they ordered. He will then total it up 

and at the end, we pay the bill. And 
it used to be like that for most of the 
provision shops. Of course today, we 
have to pay him cash straight away!” 

We spoke to Mr Foo, the‘tut tut’ man 
himself when we were lucky enough 
to catch his distinctive ‘tut tut.’ A 
hardworker in his 70s, this particular 
mobile vendor has always sold his 
wares up and down the same route 
since the 1970s. 

While he primarily sells bread, the 
‘tut tut’ man also specializes in other 
groceries. “Some of my customers will 
ask for other groceries, like onions and 
eggs,” he said. “They order these from 
me and I will bring them around for 
them.” 

Sadly for him, there is no heir to his 
mobile grocery business. “My children 
are not interested in taking over the 
business,” he shared. 

While we may no longer see mobile 
vendors today, their services are a 
pleasant reminder of what Singapore 
was like in the past. Those who were 
fortunate enough to live through such 
times would at least remember that 
personal touch to their purchases then. Mr Foo, the cakeman in the 1960s (Eunice Cubbage)

It’s cakes galore served on 
wheels (Khng Eu Meng)

Hot  Soup noodles, anyone? (David Donnelly)
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