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CHAPTER 1



Born Poor


Blame it all on the damn British.


After effortlessly colonising the Indian subcontinent for a century or more, they royally screwed up their departure in 1947. The partition of British India into Muslim-majority Pakistan and Hindu-majority India triggered a mass migration, with Muslims fleeing India to go to Pakistan and Hindus and Sikhs fleeing Pakistan to go to India. Riots and terrible communal violence accompanied these flights, resulting in a mass wave of killings. Up to eighteen million people were displaced, and two to three million people died as they tried to flee Pakistan and India.1 My mother could easily have been among them.


As a young Hindu woman, she grew up in Hyderabad, Sind, where she was born on August 8, 1925. She was twenty-two when partition happened. Like many Hindus, she had to flee Pakistan. She managed to get on a train to India with my elder sister, Duri, who was just one year old. She was in the last car of the train with a few dozen other Hindu women, also with children. They were protected by a single Sikh guard with a single-shot rifle. In the middle of the night, their car was decoupled from the train, stranding all these Hindu women in the middle of the desert. If a Muslim mob had come along, they would have been raped and killed. It was a terrifying night. Fortunately, the next morning, another train came along and literally pushed her stranded car across the border into India. It was a close shave.


After her narrow escape from Pakistan in August 1947, she first ended up in Mumbai (then called Bombay), as she had many relatives there. These relatives helped to arrange a passage by ship to Singapore in January 1948, as my father had already moved back there, which was why I was conceived in Singapore and born there in October 1948. All this happened only because my father had been sent to work as a peon for five cents a day in Singapore in 1933, when he was thirteen years old. Hence, my being born in Singapore was an accident. I could just as easily have been born in any corner of the British empire, where the sun never set in 1948.


As independence approached in the Indian subcontinent in the 1940s, and as troubles between Hindus and Muslims increased (partly stoked by British divide-and-rule policies), my Hindu Sindhi ancestors began to flee from Hyderabad and Karachi, where they were an imperilled minority. The killings began before partition. My father told me that a Muslim mob had brought the dead body of his brother to his family home in Hyderabad to ask if he was a member of his family. Wisely, the family had denied that the dead body belonged to them. If they had accepted it, they could all have been slaughtered. Given this violence (and it must be emphasised that both Hindus and Muslims carried out these killings), it’s not surprising that my relatives fled to all areas of the earth to seek safety and prosperity.


One little-known fact about Sindhis is that they are remarkably entrepreneurial. When the Hindu Sindhis began to flee from what became Pakistan in 1947, they went to all corners of the world (often to cities where Sindhi merchants had already been operating since the late 1800s) and, amazingly, succeeded in many different environments. I can say this with confidence since I have first cousins sprinkled all around the globe: in Guyana and Suriname in South America, in Nigeria and Ghana in Africa, in Hong Kong and Tokyo in East Asia, and of course in Mumbai and Calcutta. I could just as easily have been born in any of these places.


The first stroke of good luck in my life was to be born in Singapore. I am absolutely sure that if I hadn’t been born in Singapore, I wouldn’t have had the life I have enjoyed. The accident that led to my being born in Singapore was a result of my father, Mohandas Mahbubani, having been orphaned soon after he was born in 1920. He was brought up by his sisters, who couldn’t spare time for him as they had their own children to take care of. This was why his sisters sent him from Sind at the age of thirteen to “Wild West” Singapore, where he worked as a peon in a Sindhi textile shop. One reason Singapore was chosen was that one of his elder sisters had moved there with her husband. In theory, it was her responsibility to take care of him. In practice, she had little time to do so. She was focused on her own children and adjusting to a new country herself. As a result, my father grew up as an unsupervised young teenager in Singapore. Inevitably, he acquired many bad habits. He began to smoke, drink, and gamble. With these rough foundations, he ended up having a rough life. I discovered these facts only after I had become an adult. Hence, even though my sisters and I resented (and sometimes hated) our father when we were young, I came to forgive him when I understood that life had dealt him a very bad hand.


My father’s life must also have been affected by the turbulence in Southeast Asia. Fortunately, he left Singapore just before World War II broke out and thus did not live there under the harsh Japanese occupation from 1942 to 1945. He returned to Sind to live with his relatives. While he was there, his relatives arranged a marriage with my mother, following traditional Hindu Sindhi customs. My mother had no clue that she was being married to a young man who had accumulated many self-destructive habits. Her Kirpalani family, a respectable clan, was happy that she was marrying into the supposedly prestigious Mahbubani clan. Almost all Asian societies are hierarchical. The Sindhis were no exception, and in the hierarchy of surnames, the Mahbubanis ranked high.


Having been brought up in a stable and conservative home, my mother had no idea of the turbulent life that awaited her after her marriage to my father. All her siblings, three brothers and three sisters, ended up in stable and successful marriages; she was the exception. Since she ended up in Singapore, she was far from sibling support. There were no close relatives she could turn to (except that preoccupied sister-in-law), even though she experienced a great deal of turbulence as we were growing up.


We were poor. I first became aware of this at the age of six when I was put on a special feeding programme when I first enrolled in school.2 All the Primary 1 boys were weighed when they joined Seraya School, and about a dozen of us were deemed to be underweight. At recess, we assembled in the principal’s office, where a big pail of milk with a single ladle awaited us. Each of us drank from the ladle, happily sharing our germs and inadvertently boosting our immune systems. Being underweight was obviously not a positive state, yet I was lucky to be alive at six. My mom told me that when I was six months old, the doctor told her that I would not survive a bad case of diarrhoea. I could have become an infant mortality statistic in Singapore.


Our poverty was a direct result of my father’s inability to hang on to a job for very long. At one point or another, his bad habits, especially drinking and gambling, would get in the way. He would also become violent, getting into fights after heavy drinking. My memory has erased some of my more dramatic encounters with my dad. Yet my oldest childhood friend, Jeffery Sng, whom I have known since the age of six since he lived less than a hundred metres from my home, remembers one of them vividly:


During the hot afternoon, we gathered inside the high-ceilinged living room to enjoy the cool air under the hanging fan. In the evening, the family would move out to sit on rattan chairs in the veranda of our Peranakan-style3 bungalow to enjoy the natural breeze coming from outside. One day when we were on the veranda, shouts suddenly rang out from the street, accompanied by the sound of footsteps of people running. When I looked down, I saw the neighbours and our kampong4 boys running past our big gate towards the Crane Road junction at the head of Onan Road. I could not help being infected by the sudden burst of excitement from the street below and rose from my chair to rush out from my house and follow the neighbourhood boys running ahead towards Crane Road. As I approached the junction, a crowd was building up in front of the corner kopitiam.5 There was a large crowd, which spilled into the street, blocking off motor traffic. I pushed my way through the crowd, asking the onlookers in Malay and Hokkien dialect, “What’s happening?” “It’s a fight!” someone replied. As I nudged my way, body against body, to the front row, a police car arrived. A policeman was already walking past the tables on the shop floor towards the large counter where the shirtless Hylam Chinese owner was standing. People’s attention was directed to a particular spot next to the large counter. They were looking at an Indian man standing by a table with a broken Tiger Beer bottle and a broken beer mug. His white shirt, wet with beer, was torn and spattered with blood. He had an unshaven square face and neatly pomaded shining black hair parted in the middle. It suddenly struck me that he was Kishore’s father. The shirtless coffee-shop owner was standing nearby but hesitated to approach. Kishore’s father, the object of attention, looked drunk and fiercely defiant. Meanwhile, the policeman who came from the patrol car made his presence felt and started asking questions and waving his notebook. I couldn’t hear what was said. Then I suddenly noticed that Kishore had shown up next to the policeman and was calling out loudly, “Dad, Dad!” He went up to his father and took his arm lightly, with an anguished expression. “Please come home, Dad,” said Kishore. The Indian man with his torn shirt let himself be led by his son out of the kopitiam. The crowd parted to let the father and son pass through. I watched them cross the street together. Kishore’s house was almost right across from the kopitiam. Kishore walked his father up the front steps leading to the door of the house. The door opened, and they disappeared inside.


The person most traumatised by this event must have been me, not Jeffery. Logically, I should be the one who remembers it and Jeffery the one who has forgotten it. Instead, the opposite happened. This episode made me aware of how faulty our memories are. We remember some traumatic events. We also forget a lot. Nonetheless, I recall similar events. One night, our neighbours knocked on our door to say that my father had fallen into a nearby drain while walking home drunk. I vividly remember pulling him out to bring him home. I have even more frightening memories of going to the door of our house to tell some Chinese gangsters (and debt collectors) that my father was not home while he quickly rolled under the bed to escape detection. I don’t recall how the gangsters looked, but I’ll never forget the look of absolute fear in my father’s eyes. He knew that he would be beaten very badly if the Chinese gangsters got hold of him. In some ways, we lived on the edge in many phases of my childhood.


While my father was often involved in violent incidents, he was not violent at home. If he became angry, he would take it out on objects, not people. My three sisters and I remember one incident well. For Hindu families, the main celebratory event of the year (similar to Christmas) is Diwali, the festival of lights. That’s when we clean the house, buy new clothes, and indulge in eating a lot of sweets. One year, as Diwali approached, my father was prospering, and so he showered us with new clothes. He even bought a massive TV set that must have been five feet wide. A real luxury.


Unfortunately, he got into one of his usual drunken spats on the eve of Diwali and returned home angry. In his drunken anger, he took away all the new clothes he had bought us. He also carried the TV set out of the house. He piled up all the new luxuries in front of our home and set them alight, creating a huge bonfire that attracted the attention of the whole neighbourhood. Everyone came to witness it. Our then neighbours still speak about this memorable event today: the festival of lights, done rather differently.


Incidents like this were traumatic for us children. They must have been even more traumatic for my mother. Her reaction to these domestic troubles was to pray—a lot. She would wash little silver idols of Hindu gods such as Krishna and Ganesh first in milk, then in water. I would sit by her as she prayed in front of our little family altar. Given the many hours I spent praying with my mother in my childhood, I should have emerged as a devout Hindu. Instead, the opposite happened. I felt restless and bored as she prayed, yet, as I sensed that the prayers helped her, I suppressed my boredom.


My father got into debt mostly because of his gambling, especially on horse races. Foolishly, he would take money (collected on behalf of his employer) and use it to gamble in the hope of striking it rich. He never did. He would lose the company funds, and as a result, he would lose his job as one Sindhi employer after another dismissed him for losing their money. Nevertheless, those Sindhi employers were kind and generous: they only fired him. The big mistake my father made was to accept a job from a respectable British firm, China Engineers. Initially, things went well. He earned more money from this more prosperous British outfit. Then the inevitable happened. He gambled away some funds he had collected on behalf of the firm.


The British, being British, played by the rules and reported this theft to the police, who arrested my dad. On October 30, 1962—six days after my fourteenth birthday—he was sentenced to nine months’ imprisonment for criminal breach of trust. He was jailed in Outram Prison, which had been built by the British in 1847. As the only other male in the family, I was designated to visit him. These were not happy occasions. I had to take several buses to travel to the prison, which was far from our home. We often had to wait outside the prison until the visiting hours arrived. During our visits, I could not touch or hold him. We could speak to each other only through a window. He said little. I said little too. But the ritual of visiting seemed to help him. All I remember is feeling sad whenever I visited him.


While my father was in jail, my mother took the brave step of going to the government’s Legal Aid Bureau—which had been set up just a few years earlier, in 1958—to initiate proceedings for a legal separation from my father. It must have taken a great deal of courage, as she had no legal experience or knowledgeable friends to help her out. Fortunately, her brothers in Suriname and Guyana were doing well in business and sent money to keep us going when my father had none. However, my mother had no relatives in Singapore to help her with practical matters or provide psychological support. Hence, at the age of fourteen, I became the second senior adult in the house. I accompanied my mother to the Legal Aid Bureau to obtain the separation papers.


My father was informed of the separation while he was in jail. Legally, he had no place in our home after the end of his prison term. Still, we dreaded the day of his release, fearing that he would forcibly try to enter our house. Our house in Onan Road had once had very attractive colourful glass windows facing the street. However, one year, in one of his usual fits of rage, my father had thrown stones at them and shattered them. We had no choice but to replace them with ugly metal grilles. We felt comforted by those metal grilles on the day of his release from prison.


Sure enough, straight out of jail, my father appeared in front of our Onan Road home. He didn’t try to force his way in. He sat in the coffee shop opposite for several hours and then left. We all breathed a sigh of relief.


The legal separation turned out to be a blessing. My father rented a room and earned just about enough to keep himself going. We survived with the support of welfare payments from the state and the checks we received from my mother’s brothers in Guyana and Suriname. It was always a pleasure to accompany my mother to the post office to cash a banker’s draft that had come in the post. The money would be sent in British pounds. In those days, we got 8.5 Singapore dollars for each British pound. Today, you can get barely 1.7 Singapore dollars for each British pound.


The poverty that my family, as well as our Malay neighbours, experienced created many challenges and handicapped us in many ways. It prevented the full education of my sisters. My elder sister, Duri, left school at the age of twelve; my younger sister Vimu left school at sixteen; and my youngest sister, Chandra, left at eighteen. All our Malay neighbours also dropped out before they could graduate from secondary school.


I believe Jeffery Sng and I were the only two children from our section of Onan Road who ended up in university. Why were we the exceptions in our poor neighbourhood? At that time, university was not considered a necessary or even useful preparation for many occupations. We both had strong mothers who protected and nurtured us. We both accidentally discovered the Joo Chiat Public Library in our childhood and became voracious readers from a young age. Indeed, many of our childhood peers ridiculed Jeffery and me for the time we spent reading books.


While these personal factors were important, there were also larger national forces at play. If Jeffery and I had grown up in one of the British colonies that became either a failing or failed Third World nation, we wouldn’t have completed our studies. Unbeknownst to us as children, Singapore had miraculously begun to enjoy relatively good governance (by Third World standards), which created a favourable ecosystem that enabled us to grow and develop. From the daily ladle of milk in the principal’s office at the age of six to the trained teachers who always greeted us in the clean, functional classrooms; the constant bursaries that I received as a poor student; and the President’s Scholarship I received after finishing high school in 1967, my life was improved by the benign national environment that was developing around me.


Looking back to my childhood, I can clearly see how a well-governed state affected my life. Since my parents had several siblings who had scattered to all corners of the earth after the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, I could compare my growth and development with those of many first cousins in Guyana and Suriname, Nigeria and Ghana, Mumbai and Calcutta, Hong Kong and Japan. Since my father hadn’t done well, my family was clearly the poorest compared to all my first cousins, some of whose parents became millionaires. Yet, with the exception of my two first cousins in Suriname (whose father, Jhamat Kirpalani, did exceptionally well in business by any standards), none of my first cousins completed a university education.


Therefore, Singapore played a key role in my ability to escape from the clutches of poverty and enjoy a rich life of diplomacy and learning.


1















CHAPTER 2



Still Poor


My mother kept our family together. If she hadn’t had a steel will, our family could have collapsed or become severely dysfunctional. But we persevered. Day after day, we ploughed on, even when things became desperate. I remember well the despair we felt when some official assignees from the court came to paste legal notices on the front door of our house. (This was before my parents’ legal separation.) They declared that no contents of our home could be removed since they were going to be auctioned to pay debts that my father had accumulated. It would have been hard to live in a home without tables and chairs, beds and lamps, or a stove and refrigerator. Somehow, I don’t know how, my mother found the money to keep the wolves at bay.


In my life, in which I have experienced many ups and downs, if ever I was tempted to give up, I would remember my mother. She never melted, even under pressures greater than anything I experienced. My resolve was further strengthened by a troubling incident that occurred when I was thirteen years old, in Secondary 1 at Tanjong Katong Technical School (TKTS). One of my classmates was a South Indian boy, probably Tamil. His family situation seemed to be similar to mine: a dysfunctional father, an unemployed mother, several sisters. Clearly, he was under great stress. Unfortunately, he didn’t share his stress with any of us. He looked calm most of the time, though a troubled, anxious expression crossed his face once in a while. Certainly, we had no clue that he was close to the brink. Hence, when we came to class one day, we were deeply shocked to learn that he had hanged himself. I remember well the deep horror I felt when the teacher told us what had happened to him.


Giving up was never an option for me. I could not possibly let down my mother after all that she had been through to protect us during our childhood. It would have been hard enough to cope with all of our travails in the familiar environment of her youth, with the support of the Hindu Sindhi community that she had grown up in. Instead, she was parachuted into an alien place called Singapore, into a society where she had no close relatives or close friends to turn to.


However, while she was alone in one sense, she was not alone in another. Quite surprisingly, despite the remarkable religious and ethnic diversity surrounding our little home on Onan Road, we had begun to develop some kind of community. Looking back now, I feel that I grew up in a small village with many supportive neighbours, many of whom were as poor as we were, if not poorer. We were, however, the only Hindu family.


My mother professed a deep antipathy towards Muslims due to her traumatic experiences during partition. She would repeat well-known insults that were common among Hindus from India, such as “What do you expect? He’s Muslim, isn’t he?” Her prejudices against Muslims ran deep. Yet, on a person-to-person level, she was able to set them aside so that we could become very close to two wonderful Muslim families, the Haniffas and the Maricans, who lived in the houses on either side of us on Onan Road. Unlike my father, neither Mr Haniffa nor Mr Marican went to jail. They had precarious jobs that paid little. Like our family, they lived on the edge. Our house seemed small for the five of us after our father left us. However, I remember that they had even more people crammed into the tiny single-bedroom terrace houses that we lived in. For the first twenty-five years of my life, our three families lived and grew up as one extended family, visiting each other’s kitchens and exchanging food all the time. All of us were poor. All of us had travails. And we all supported one another.


I have never been quite sure how my mother reconciled her in-principle hatred for Muslims with her deep and sincere love for our Muslim neighbours. Perhaps she made a distinction between Pakistani Muslims and Malay Muslims. To us as children, what mattered was that we had neighbours whom we loved and trusted, and who loved and trusted us. We were absolutely at home with them, as they were with us. We would celebrate Muslim festivals with great joy, just as they would celebrate Diwali.


Malay therefore became a second language for me (after English), especially because I also learned it in school. In my soul, my Southeast Asian identity is as strong as my Indian identity. I feel equally at home culturally in Indonesia and in India. The Hindu-Muslim divide that my mother insisted on never prevented me from seeing our Malay neighbours and other Malay Muslims as members of my tribe. Indeed, I remember with some bitterness that when my family needed help, few members of the Sindhi community stepped forward, even though many were wealthy. Instead, the opposite happened. As soon as the Straits Times reported that my father had gone to jail, a member of the Sindhi community drove up to our house in a Mercedes-Benz—not to offer sympathy but to ask for the repayment of $100 that my father had borrowed from him.


I retain a powerful visual memory of this incident, which drove home a key life lesson for me. When a poor family experiences problems, it is more likely to receive solidarity and support from fellow poor families, as we did from our equally poor Malay neighbours.


One thing we and our neighbours had in common was that Indian Hindus and Malay Muslims were minorities in Singapore. The largest population was (and still is) Chinese. The neighbours who lived on the other sides of the Haniffas and Maricans were Chinese. We got along well with them, especially the Peranakan Chinese family at 175 Onan Road, who also spoke Malay at home. Yet it would be misleading to suggest that this harmony among Indians, Malays, and Chinese in our immediate neighbourhood reflected a natural national condition. I lived through two Malay-Chinese riots in 1964 and 1969. After the first days of rioting in 1964, when one of my Malay neighbours at 177 Onan Road thought that the situation had improved, he tried to go to work downtown. I saw him return home barely ten minutes later, battered and bruised, having been beaten by a Chinese mob barely a hundred metres from our home. Not far from where my neighbour was beaten, a Malay bus conductor lost his life during a riot when a Chinese mob killed him by driving a long, sharp pole into his body.


Such violence was not uncommon in poor Third World cities, such as Singapore in the 1950s and 1960s. Another vivid childhood memory is of sitting on the steps of my home one afternoon and seeing a bloodied Chinese gangster fleeing from another bloodied Chinese gangster who was attacking him with a broken beer bottle. However, despite all these bursts of violence so close to my childhood home, Singapore was primarily a peaceful place, and the Indian, Malay, and Chinese communities lived harmoniously most of the time. No one except police officers had guns.


Despite having been brought up by a fervent Indian nationalist—my mother—and living and eating in Malay Muslim homes, my best friends for most of my life have been Chinese Singaporeans, including my oldest friend, Jeffery Sng. We have known each other since we were six years old. We both became passionate readers. As children, we took long walks together, often to the East Coast Beach. And Jeffery, who went on to become a young state gymnast, protected my frail body from bullies in our neighbourhood.


Jeffery’s memory of Onan Road when we were children is of


a time when a low-rise urban collection of kampong houses, compound houses, and bungalows had already given way to medium-rise flats, terraced town houses, and large Peranakan stilt bungalows. When we were children, itinerant hawkers selling Hokkien mee,1 coconut pickers, travelling Indian milkmen, and Chinese kopitiams were still around, though many of these were disappearing from the neighbourhood. There was still a lingering kampong atmosphere in our street; some houses still sported an attap roof and had hedges of hibiscus flowers and large potted pomegranate plants.


Since I had experienced poverty all through my childhood and youth, for a long time, I associated this period of my life with deprivation. Looking back now, it’s clear that while I lived with material deprivation, I was absorbing cultural richness. Unknowingly and unwittingly, I was inhaling the vapours of three of the most dynamic and resilient Asian civilisations: Indian, Islamic, and Chinese. This was an extraordinary privilege. Through this direct exposure, I could intuitively and unconsciously absorb the deeper thought patterns and cultural drives of these rich cultures, which together make up half of the world’s population.


Growing up in Singapore, it felt perfectly natural to live with other cultural and religious traditions and enjoy their festivals. Since our immediate neighbours were Muslims, the young boys had to be circumcised before puberty. Once, when my neighbour was circumcised at around the age of ten, I was invited to lift the net to see the bloody physical results of the procedure, probably carried out by a cleric, not a medical doctor. I shuddered. Nevertheless, we enjoyed the festivals. During the fasting month, our Muslim neighbours would end their fast with sumptuous meals. Some of the food flowed into our home. Barely thirty metres from our home was a large Chinese bakery with a large empty yard in front of the building that was an ideal location at Chinese New Year for lighting a massive number of firecrackers, which were both deafening and uplifting. We felt proud that our Chinese bakery had the loudest firecrackers in our entire neighbourhood.


This sense of living in a village provided a psychological buffer that helped us cope with poverty. We weren’t the only family struggling. Across the road from our house was a Tamil family living in a bungalow within a huge compound that probably measured about forty thousand square feet. In theory, they should have been prosperous. In practice, they seemed to have more problems than we did. Several of their children suffered from mental illness. One of them, Pakiri, would wander aimlessly around the neighbourhood and was occasionally confined to a mental institution.


We suffered other inconveniences. The houses in Onan Road had no flush toilets. Instead, we were provided with large metal cans. Each morning, the night soil men (as they were called) went around the neighbourhood. When they got to our house, they opened a small door in the wall, pulled out a metal can filled with twenty-four hours’ worth of faeces and urine from a family of five, and replaced it with a clean, empty metal can. Using the toilet in the morning wasn’t too bad, but by afternoon, after the tropical heat and humidity of Singapore had enveloped the toilet, the stench was terrible.


The arrival of the first flush toilet at 179 Onan Road was a transformational moment in my childhood. It wasn’t just about the physical experience, pleasant as it was. It was also about the sense of improved dignity. I had always felt ashamed of living in a house without a flush toilet. The psychological relief was as important as the material or physical improvement.


I thought that my childhood experience with metal-can toilets was bad until I visited my relatives in Jakarta in my late teens. Their household had at least a dozen people, and their metal cans were removed once a week. By the third or fourth day, the stench was nauseating. I could hardly breathe. This Jakarta experience made me even more aware of how much my life had improved and how far Singapore had developed.


As a child, I somehow created my own coping mechanisms to insulate myself from many of the dramatic events unfolding around me. Like any other family, we had our fair share of intrafamily disputes. Here too, Jeffery Sng recalls better than I do how I shielded myself from some of the more disturbing ones:


I approached Kishore’s house. A short flight of steps led up from the street to the door. As I walked up, the sound of loud voices broke out of the doorway. I heard Vimu’s voice protesting loudly in Indian dialect about something. I couldn’t understand what she was wailing about. The other voice was Kishore’s mother’s. They were fighting about something. Kishore’s younger sister Vimu was the Wednesday child of the family. She felt that her mother and elder sister, Duri, were always picking on her. Her wishes were always denied or overruled. She was not one to take it lying down; she was quick to protest against her perceived treatment. When I looked through the doorway, Vimu was hurrying away teary-eyed down the corridor with emphatic steps. As she disappeared into the house with her agonised voice trailing behind, I saw Kishore in the living room to the right of the doorway. He was seated on the sofa, bent over his school math exercise book. He seemed to be unaffected by and oblivious to the high-decibel noise that filled the house like a burst of malevolent energy. He didn’t notice me coming in and looked up from his math exercise book to find me standing by his homework table. I asked, “What happened?” He answered, somewhat distractedly, “I don’t know, lah!”


According to Jeffery, “Nothing could shake his formidable concentration on his book or his homework, be it TV blaring, loud Bollywood Indian music playing, sisters’ shouting or his mother’s constant attempts to lecture him about life.” My mother complained exasperatedly to Jeffery, “My son never listens to me. Whatever I say goes in one ear and comes out the other ear. When I get upset, he just says, ‘What, what did you say?’” In this, she was only partly right: in fact, her words never got as far as one ear and certainly did not escape the other. I just blocked everything out.


Jeffery was absolutely right about the books, though: during my childhood, I was completely absorbed in them. They provided a place of safety, a place to satisfy my curiosity and fire my imagination. When I asked the Haniffas and the Maricans what they remember about me as a child, the first thing they said was that I was always immersed in a book while all the other children were busy playing marbles, fighting with spiders, flying kites, or kicking a football on some hard ground nearby. I didn’t participate in these activities. Instead, I took long walks with Jeffery.


Both Jeffery and I loved books. Our love of books was the result of a lucky accident: our discovery of the Joo Chiat Public Library, which was about one kilometre away from our neighbourhood. It was not inevitable that we would find our way there since neither of my parents had studied beyond primary school. They were not well-educated, and we had no books in our house. Indeed, as far as I can recall, no one in our neighbourhood except Jeffery and me frequented this library. Somehow, we happened upon it. And thus began a passionate love affair with reading that completely transformed my life.


The word “library” has only positive connotations for me. Today, most people associate libraries, especially in Singapore, with some kind of well-equipped modern building. The Joo Chiat Public Library, which opened in 1949, was by contrast a very modest outfit. It was housed in the Joo Chiat Community Centre, which could best be described as a large shed with brick walls. It had no air-conditioning, only ceiling fans to cool us in the hot, humid Singapore weather. Despite the heat, Jeffery and I spent hours there browsing through books. The uncomfortable physical environment didn’t matter. The books transported us to magical places.


My other main occupation as a child was, of course, going to school. My primary school, Seraya School, was a typical neighbourhood school. It was a three-storey building crammed with classrooms and with no indoor places for play. Instead, we shared a football field with a neighbouring school. Since it was an English-language primary school and I attended from the age of six, English became my first language. My mother spoke to me primarily in Sindhi, even though she spoke reasonably good basic English, but I replied in a combination of English and Sindhi. Similarly, my “aunties” (all adults in Singapore are referred to as “uncles” or “aunties” by those who are younger) in the neighbouring houses spoke to me in Malay, and I replied in a combination of English and Malay.


Why did I cling so strongly to the English language? The only honest answer is that my mind had been fully colonised when I was a child. When I was born, Singapore was a British colony. My birth certificate described my citizenship (or lack of it) as “British subject.” As a child, I unquestioningly believed that Asians were inherently inferior to “white” people, especially the British. I remember few stories from the time when I was six or seven years old, yet I will never forget a conversation I had with an Indian schoolmate called Morgan. I vividly remember asking him where he would like to live when he grew up. He replied, “London.” I asked, “Why London?” He replied, “Because in London, the streets are paved with gold.”


In 1959, when I was eleven, Lee Kuan Yew was elected the first prime minister (PM) of the new “self-governing” Singapore, while the British retained control of Singapore’s defence and foreign affairs. I should have welcomed this first step towards political decolonisation. Instead, I vividly remember feeling great apprehension because Singapore’s dominant English-language newspaper, the Straits Times, which was pro-British, convinced me that a dangerous “leftist” leader had taken over. This reckless man was trying to kick out the safe and wise British rulers of Singapore! The English-language education that I’d had throughout my life only reinforced this pro-British mentality since the curriculum had obviously been designed by Singapore’s British colonial rulers. Directly or indirectly, we Asians imbibed the belief that Western societies were superior to Asian ones and became more and more distanced from our own cultures.


My mother did try to nudge me towards my Sindhi destiny. As children, my sisters and I were made to study Sindhi. There is a building known as Sindhu House on Mountbatten Road, not far from our house on Onan Road, that is the home of the Sindhi Merchants Association. The way the building was used in the early days illustrated the conflicted soul of the Sindhis. On the second floor there was, and still is, a temple where my mother used to pray regularly. I often went there with her. On the ground floor, some rooms were set aside for gambling tables. The Sindhis loved to gamble. It was part of their mercantilist streak. The worship of gods and money went hand in hand.


Even though the wealthy Sindhis (and there were many) didn’t help our family in our hour of need, there’s no doubt in my mind that the ecosystem that the Sindhi community had built in multiracial Singapore provided a great deal of emotional support to my mother. Before coming to Singapore, she had spent her entire life in the monocultural Hindu Sindhi environment in Sind (since she had little or no interaction with Muslim Sindhis). Even though she could speak, read, and write English (although not fluently), she was more comfortable speaking Sindhi and reading and writing in the Sindhi script.


She loved to participate in the Satsangs (prayer services) in Sindhu House on Mountbatten Road. She sang well and played the harmonium and was often asked to be the lead singer. My sisters and I sometimes accompanied her. When I was a child, the Sindhi businesses occupied most of the shophouses on High Street, especially between Hill Street and North Bridge Road. When my father was working in Sindhi shops on High Street, I visited him from time to time, taking a long bus ride from Onan Road.


It was also a treat to visit the homes of a few better-off Sindhi families where the woman of the house was a friend of my mother’s. We used to visit the Gulabrai family in the Capitol flats and the Nanwani family on Joo Chiat Road, within walking distance of our home. Uncle Shankar, as we called Mr Nanwani, gave us one of the biggest treats of our childhood by driving us to the Kota Tinggi waterfalls in Johor, a neighbouring state. The waterfalls were not large, but to the eyes of a child, they were massive. One of our trips to Kota Tinggi left me with one of my most vivid childhood memories: being chased by a pack of dogs when I strayed too close to the gate of a tin mine.


I also retain happy memories of spending Diwali evenings on High Street. Each Sindhi shop would open its doors and lay out a wide array of Sindhi savoury and sweet treats. We would go from shop to shop, savouring all kinds of treats. These happy encounters with Sindhi families were important for me, but the Sindhi community was much more vital for my mother. It was the root of her resilience and gave her a sense of who she was. One reason was that it allowed her not to feel completely lonely and isolated in “foreign” Singapore. Participating in Sindhi events, either prayer services or card games with other Sindhi women (which she did regularly after we grew up), gave her a sense of community.


I ended up with ambivalent and conflicted feelings about my Sindhi identity. On the one hand, I carry some resentment over the local Sindhis’ lack of support in our family’s darkest moments. On the other hand, they provided an ecosystem that nurtured my mother’s belief in herself. Moreover, without the worldwide diaspora of her Sindhi relatives, many of whom supported us, we would have suffered much more.


I am also glad that even though we were poor, my mother found the money to send me to language classes to learn both Sindhi and Hindi. My command of the Sindhi language has diminished significantly, but I have managed to retain a greater comprehension of Hindi, as I continue to listen to the Hindi songs that I heard regularly as a child. Indeed, I am writing this book in English while listening to Hindi songs sung by famous Bollywood playback singers, such as Mohammed Rafi, Kishore Kumar, Lata Mangeshkar, and Asha Bhosle. I couldn’t even begin my writing without playing their songs. The neurons of my brain are triggered by Hindi songs, not English ones.


This is why I view the disappearance of the Sindhi community’s sense of cultural identity with some sadness. While my mother was fluent in Sindhi, most of her eight grandchildren barely speak it, if they speak it at all. The same is true of the larger Sindhi community. Many of the children of my Sindhi contemporaries don’t speak Sindhi either. They live in multicultural, multiracial Singapore, feeling more comfortable using English as a first language, as I do.


As a child, I did not value my mother’s efforts to keep me connected to the Sindhi language and culture. Instead, as I read more and more books by Western writers such as Bertrand Russell and H. G. Wells during my frequent trips to the Joo Chiat Public Library, I felt that I was gradually being transported out of the dark caves of Asian superstition and idol worship into a new and modern shining world that was ruled by logical reasoning and the scientific method. I began to understand the big truth of Western civilisation. It was the first civilisation to successfully modernise and strengthen itself by liberating itself from medieval prejudices. As I plunged deeper into the writings of Western civilisation, I felt that I was being pulled out of a dark cave into a bright, shining room where everything worked better. As a result, I became a passionate believer in the power of the scientific method as well as the power of the ruthless razor of reasoning. Bertrand Russell argued that “Western Europeans, and men in the New World whose ancestors, whatever their racial origin, had lived in Western Europe, had for about three centuries a virtual monopoly of science, and acquired thereby a supremacy throughout the world such as neither they nor anyone else had possessed at any earlier time.”2 I felt that power and potential viscerally.


When I came home from the library and tried to explain to my mother why the West was much more advanced, she wasn’t impressed. For example, when I told her that the modern aeroplane was an amazing invention, she replied that in the Hindu epics, there were many stories of Hindu gods who flew great distances. Anything that the West achieved had been achieved before in ancient Indian times. Similarly, even though our lives improved significantly when we began to acquire modern appliances, such as the refrigerator and TV set, she wasn’t impressed by the almost magical power of electricity. She claimed that ancient India had also had all this. It was difficult for me to believe in the glorious past of India, as my mother did, since to me it seemed that it had not prevented India’s subjugation or our continuing poverty. The glorious future that Western writers envisioned for the West and the world was far more alluring. Now, later in life, I see that in some ways, my mother was not wrong about her faith in India. She would have been thrilled by the dynamism that PM Narendra Modi has injected into the Indian spirit.


All this voracious reading helped me to do well in primary school. Often, I would end up at the top of the class, coming home at the end of each term with some award or another. This good performance also resulted in my receiving bursaries for my studies, which helped our family financially. In 1960, I sat for the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE), the national examination for all twelve-year-olds in Singapore. Before receiving our results, we were asked to list our secondary schools of choice. If we passed, we would be placed in these schools based on our performance on the PSLE. The first PSLE was held in 1960, and of the 30,615 of us who sat for the inaugural exam on November 2–4 that year, only 13,736 (or 45 percent) passed.3 (In contrast, 98.4 percent of PSLE candidates passed the exam in 2022.)


Somewhat ambitiously, I selected the top school in Singapore, Raffles Institution, as my first choice. Despite my good academic performance, I didn’t get in. Instead, I was assigned to my second choice, TKTS, which was a neighbourhood school literally next door to Seraya School. As it was so near my home, I was able to walk. To get to school, I took a shortcut along a drain that ran behind a block of flats where British servicemen lived with their wives. The kitchens were at the back, facing the drain. Hence, each morning when I walked past these kitchens, I often saw the wives cooking breakfast for their husbands. Sometimes the British women found the heat and humidity of Singapore hard to handle, especially with the added heat and humidity of the kitchen, and some of them would strip down in their kitchens, not expecting any scurrying teenage schoolboys to be passing by along the drain outside. It was naturally exciting for a teenage boy to spy their beautiful breasts. I felt slightly guilty about this pleasure, but I justified it to myself as an act of anticolonial rebellion. It was a Sikh history teacher at TKTS who first alerted me to the fact that British accounts of colonial rule in India were false and hid many painful truths. He wasn’t fiercely anti-British, but he was the first to sow doubts in me about the “benevolence” of British colonial rule that the British-dominated media at the time fed us relentlessly.


I had selected TKTS as my second choice because I assumed that a “technical” education, which would provide me with skills such as woodworking, metalworking, and technical drawing, would equip me for a job. I was a solid student in Secondary 1 and Secondary 2, which led to my being assigned to Secondary 3B, the second-highest class of the grade. Our class specialised in metalworking. For the final examination around October or November 1963, we were asked to produce a metal hinge with two flat pieces of metal. I worked hard on these two pieces, cutting and filing both with the materials assigned to us. I had to make one piece with three prongs and the other with two prongs so that they would fit into each other. Instead, I meticulously produced two pieces of metal, each with three prongs. Clearly, they couldn’t fit into one unit. I completely failed my metalwork examination.


This failure (like many others to follow) was one of the best things to happen in my life. I was, in theory, demoted from Secondary 3B to Secondary 4G, the class where all the weakest academic performers were sent. In Secondary 4G, we didn’t do any technical subjects. Instead, we studied only the humanities, such as English literature, history, and geography. In this class, it became clear where my natural affinity was. I did very well. For the first time in the history of TKTS, the student with the highest examination marks in the school didn’t come from Secondary 4A or 4B. Instead, he came from Secondary 4G, a class in which most students did poorly in the critical O-level examinations.


One episode in the final O-level history examination taught me a valuable life lesson. It was the tradition for Singaporean students to “spot,” or predict, likely questions for this examination by studying the transcripts of previous years’ examinations. Most years, the predictions came true. Hence, I prepared for the history examination by developing answers for six likely questions, giving me a safety cushion, as we would have to answer four questions in the assigned time. To my absolute horror, none of my six questions appeared on the actual examination. I hadn’t prepared for any of the questions in front of me. I panicked. I could have given up on the examination in despair. Instead, after the panic subsided, I told myself that I was clearly going to fail this history paper. Since I was going to fail anyway, I saw no harm in relaxing and just trying to answer four questions using distant memories of classroom lessons and my imagination. My imagination must have worked well that day. Instead of failing, I got an A. This unexpected success taught me never to give up hope.


As the top student of TKTS, I once again applied to join the top school, Raffles Institution, for pre-university. Once again, I was rejected. And once again, this rejection turned out to be a blessing. I ended up spending my two pre-university years at St Andrew’s School. I knew nothing about this school, and I still have no idea why I put it as my second choice. I didn’t even know where it was when I applied for it.


I soon discovered that it was far from my home. I couldn’t walk there but had to take two buses. This meant getting up very early to reach school before classes began at 7:30 a.m. But it was worth it. Having studied in two drab government-built school buildings for Seraya School and TKTS, I was enchanted when I walked into the famous “pink” building where I was going to study for two years. Its walls were covered in a carnation-pink fish-scale pattern. For the first time in my life, I learned that studying and working in beautiful buildings can enhance one’s sense of well-being. I began my two bus journeys from a small, drab home in Onan Road. When I arrived at St Andrew’s School, I felt that I was entering a magical environment. Many years later, when I first heard the description of Harry Potter entering Hogwarts, I couldn’t help feeling that the building of St Andrew’s had enchanted me in the same way. I particularly loved the quiet green courtyard that the pink building enclosed. It was an oasis of peace.


Since I was put into the arts and humanities stream rather than the science or premedical stream, I enjoyed all the subjects I studied: economics, history, geography, English literature, and general paper (which tested general knowledge). I still remember well, after sixty years, the teachers I had: Molly Goh for economics, Ronald Chan for history, Robert Yeo for English literature, and Cheong Hock Hai for geography. Ms Cheong was older. She was a tyrant and a strict disciplinarian. But her harsh methods worked, and her students always did well. Since I read more than the writings assigned by her, I actually finished reading a very thick geography textbook, Principles of Physical Geography by Francis J. Monkhouse. And in history, I read a thick textbook, An Advanced History of India by R. C. Majumdar, H. C. Raychaudhuri, and Kalikinkar Datta.


While the academic education was excellent (and I felt intellectually challenged in the classrooms), it wasn’t what made St Andrew’s School unique. Since it was a “mission” school affiliated with the Anglican Church of Singapore (which had been the preferred church of the British ruling classes when Singapore was a colony), the school had a value system of integrity and compassion that seeped into our veins. It helped that the principal, Francis Thomas, was an inspirational leader. He was an Englishman, but he had become a citizen of Singapore. He was a strong, authoritative figure, but he also exuded kindness. Hence, in addition to the aura of physical well-being that we received from the beautiful premises, we were blessed with a spiritual aura emanating from the values and kind personality of Francis Thomas. Looking back, I rate these two years as among the happiest of my life.


Yet the same two years, 1965 and 1966, were among the most tumultuous years of Singapore’s history. Singapore had gained its independence from Britain and joined the Federation of Malaysia on September 16, 1963. Since the leaders of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, Toh Chin Chye, Goh Keng Swee, and S. Rajaratnam, were convinced that the tiny island could not possibly survive without its natural Malayan hinterland, they had persuaded the then reluctant PM of Malaysia, Tunku Abdul Rahman, to accept Singapore into the federation, together with the distant states of Sabah and Sarawak. Wisely, Brunei, which had also been invited to join this federation, declined.


Singapore’s entry into Malaysia began with high hopes. Tunku Abdul Rahman depicted a glorious future for Singapore, declaring that it would become the New York of Malaysia, while Kuala Lumpur (KL), the capital, would become its Washington, DC. However, the high hopes of a harmonious relationship between KL and Singapore were dashed soon after Singapore’s entry into Malaysia. The elites of KL and Singapore were like the proverbial couple who slept in the same bed with different dreams.


The main priority of the dominant Malay elite in KL was to preserve the Malay domination of the political system and particularly to ensure that the Chinese minority, who already dominated the economic system, didn’t take over the political system too. By contrast, the Singaporean political elite declared that they believed in the principle of a “Malaysian Malaysia” where all races were treated equally and the leader was chosen on the basis of merit, not race. There couldn’t have been two more contrasting visions. Hence, the whole experiment of Singapore joining Malaysia was doomed to failure almost from the beginning.


As a fifteen-year-old when Singapore joined Malaysia in 1963, I wasn’t aware of these enormous political tensions. We were too preoccupied with our domestic travails. However, in 1964, the negative effects of all these political and racial tensions affected our neighbourhood. Racial riots broke out in Malaysia in 1964 and spread to Singapore in July of that year. The riots were ostensibly instigated by activists from the Malaysian political party United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), which launched a campaign accusing the Singaporean People’s Action Party (PAP) of oppressing Malay people in Singapore. As a result, Malay-Chinese riots broke out in the aftermath of disturbances during a twenty thousand–strong procession on Prophet Muhammad’s birthday. The riots led to the deaths of twenty-three people, and over four hundred more were injured.


The Singaporean government sensibly imposed a curfew to prevent further loss of life. I remember being confined to home at the time. However, since we needed to eat, my mother made me crawl along the drains (to avoid police detection in the deserted streets) to the Indian bakery, about two hundred metres from our home, to buy bread. The drains weren’t very big. They were V-shaped and deep and were a metre wide at their widest point. I remember lying flat in the drain when I saw a police car suddenly approach. Fortunately, I wasn’t caught. I did not feel in physical danger, but our Malay neighbours did in Chinese-majority Singapore during this period (although our immediate Chinese neighbours protected them).


In the end, Malaysia and Singapore separated on August 9, 1965, when I was in my first year of pre-university at St Andrew’s School. I remember the day well. I happened to be home when the Singaporean radio station incessantly repeated the announcement that Singapore was separating from Malaysia. I remember walking around aimlessly in my neighbourhood, seeing the depressed, even frightened faces of our neighbours. We all had a common feeling: Singapore was doomed after separation since a city couldn’t possibly survive alone without any hinterland. Many countries celebrate their independence with parades and massive fireworks. There was absolutely no sense of celebration on the day that Singapore became independent in 1965. The despondency was shared equally among all the ethnic groups.


Yet school carried on as normal, and so did our lives. Despite all the turbulence of that time, I still remember 1965 and 1966 as happy years in my life. Two separations had brought calm to my life: my mother’s from my father in 1962 and Singapore’s from Malaysia in 1965.


My years at St Andrew’s School led to some lifelong habits and attachments. Although I was a well-established book lover before I joined St Andrew’s, my emotional and symbolic attachment to books was reinforced when I was appointed first as a librarian and then as chief student librarian of the school. As chief librarian, I, along with the other student librarians, was assigned the major task of reclassifying all the books in the library, as the teacher in charge of the library had decided to implement the Dewey Decimal System. I wrote an article for the 1966 St Andrew’s School Magazine documenting that “a suitable classification system—the universally-adopted Dewey Decimal System—was for the first time adopted by the library” and that the librarians “had to classify in a single stage five thousand books” as well as build up a suitable card catalogue. The process of classifying five thousand books was a good learning experience. It made me aware of the breadth of knowledge that humankind had accumulated. My lifelong love of books became even stronger.


I also developed deep friendships with my classmates at St Andrew’s School. I left St Andrew’s School in 1966, yet at least five of us from that class still meet regularly: Laurence Chan, Basskaran Nair, Eddie Teo, Wong Meng Meng, and I. We all had a wonderful experience at St Andrew’s School and share a common nostalgia for the happy years there.


I came close to migrating to the United States at the age of seventeen when I was offered a scholarship from the American Friends Service Committee to spend a year in a high school there. If I had gone to the United States at that impressionable age, I would have believed that I had entered a far more advanced society, and I probably would not have returned to Singapore. Unfortunately (or fortunately), my mother was experiencing many domestic difficulties, and even though she had separated from my alcoholic father, he continued to present challenges. So I stayed home to protect her.


Nevertheless, the conviction that someday or somehow I would end up living in the West was firmly planted in my mind. By the end of my teenage years, as a result of all my education and reading, I had become a passionate disciple of Western civilisation. Slowly and steadily, my Asian mind was questioning some of the fundamental assumptions that I had absorbed during my childhood. As a young child, I had happily bathed the tiny idols of Krishna and Ganesh in milk. As a young teenager, I accepted a fundamental premise of Western thought: that worship of idols was primitive and symptomatic of a defective culture. I also began to believe that the polytheistic Asian religions, such as Hinduism, were backwards, while the monotheistic Western religions, such as Christianity, were advanced. Hence, as my teenage years progressed, I became convinced that the only way for me to progress was to steadily shed my primitive Asian prejudices and replace them with the advanced thought of Western civilisation.


For a young Asian like me, encountering Western thought was a liberating experience in many ways. Asian culture and thinking encouraged respect for tradition and acceptance of authority. Indeed, as a young Sindhi boy, I was expected to touch the feet of older male relatives as a sign of submission and respect. As a young teenager, influenced by Western thought, I rebelled against this submissive practice and stopped touching the feet of older male relatives. My mother was shocked. However, I retained the strong Indian/Hindu belief that my most important moral obligation was to take care of my mother.


Similarly, I questioned the worship of idols. As a teenager, I discovered Bertrand Russell’s famous book Why I Am Not a Christian (1967) in Joo Chiat Public Library. I don’t remember exactly what Russell said, but I remember that he made me sceptical of all religious beliefs. On rereading the book, I rediscovered strong statements such as these: “Religion is based, I think, primarily and mainly upon fear.… Fear is the parent of cruelty, and therefore it is no wonder if cruelty and religion have gone hand-in-hand. It is because fear is at the basis of those two things.”4


Russell also documented at some length how religion impeded the “progress” of societies. He said,


You find as you look around the world that every single bit of progress in humane feeling, every improvement in the criminal law, every step towards the diminution of war, every step towards better treatment of the coloured races, or every mitigation of slavery, every moral progress that there has been in the world, has been consistently opposed by the organised Churches of the world. I say quite deliberately that the Christian religion, as organised in its Churches, has been and still is the principal enemy of moral progress in the world.5


Some aspects of Asian thought can also cripple human agency in many subtle ways. For example, my mother, as a devout Hindu, believed that everything in life was “fated.” Hence, it was pointless to struggle to escape one’s destiny. Acceptance of “fate” may have made it easier for her to accept the many trials and tribulations in her life. But the more I steeped myself in Western thought and traditions, the more I believed that I could shape my own destiny. Directly or indirectly, I may have been influenced by great Western thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre, who famously said, “Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself.”


If anyone had said to me that within a few decades, some Asian societies would eventually succeed and outperform Western societies in economic productivity and development, I would have reacted with scorn. I would have characterised such a statement as wishful thinking. My lack of confidence in the possibility of Asian societies succeeding was accompanied by a belief that the only glorious future for a young Asian like me was to migrate and live in a Western society.


One curious lapse in my memory of those two years is that I don’t recall whether I was preparing, psychologically and formally, for going to university. My classmate Eddie Teo certainly was. He studied French and Latin in those two years to qualify for admission to Oxford University, where he enrolled in the legendary philosophy, politics, and economics (PPE) course. I didn’t even know then that Latin was available for study in Singapore. Laurence Chan went on to study law in Cambridge and went into accountancy in London after he graduated. Wong Meng Meng and Basskaran Nair—who, like me, came from poorer families—applied to study law and the arts at the University of Singapore, respectively.


As far as I can recall, I never thought of going to university. Certainly, my mother had little idea of what a university was since none of her relatives or friends had attended one. When I finished at St Andrew’s School, she made me do what most Sindhi boys did when they finished school: start working as a textile salesman. Since most of the Sindhi stores were on or around High Street in Singapore, I immediately started working there, earning a small salary. I learned to roll and unroll large reams of cloth and sell them by the yard (we did not use metric measurements then). Since we also sold shirts and other clothing, I learned to carefully unwrap shirts and wrap them back in their plastic folders so that they looked as good as new. In early 1967, I thought that this would be my destiny: remaining as a textile salesman, starting with the initial monthly salary of S$150 (around US$50 then), all of which went to my mother. This money brought much-needed financial security to our family.


Then one of the greatest miracles of my life happened. The Singaporean government offered me a President’s Scholarship, offering to pay me S$250 a month to study at the then University of Singapore (now the National University of Singapore [NUS]). To the best of my knowledge, I hadn’t applied for this scholarship, nor had I applied to the University of Singapore since I couldn’t afford to study there. So when the scholarship came, I had to scramble and apply to join the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASS). My mother encouraged me to go to the University of Singapore for one simple reason: the S$250 a month I would get from the President’s Scholarship was more than the S$150 I was earning as a fabric salesman.


There’s no doubt in my mind that if the blessing of the President’s Scholarship hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have gone to university, and all of my subsequent life would have been very different. It remains a mystery to me why or how I received the scholarship. My academic results were good—I got three As in my main subjects—but not outstanding. Since I had never succeeded in being accepted to Singapore’s premier school, Raffles Institution, it’s surprising that my academic results led to my getting an even higher honour, the President’s Scholarship.


Why did I receive the scholarship? My mother would have offered me a single answer: I was “fated” to receive it. In the end, she may have been right. I have been extraordinarily lucky in my life. It’s easy to believe that divine forces were shining benevolently on me.
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