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For my mom and dad.


INTRODUCTION

“Nice to see you again, Emily, are you still staying on Emerald Hill?” I asked casually after taking my seat at a friend’s wedding.

“Actually, my grandfather passed away recently and my family sold the home to a young couple a few weeks ago,” came her reply.

“No way! My friends in their thirties just bought a home on Emerald Hill!”

As it turned out, Singapore really is that small—one of my friend’s homes was sold to another friend of mine.

In our sunny city-state of 5.6 million people, it is extremely easy to find common friends and you can easily find connections when discussing school and workplace. Everything from idle gossip to scandals are spread like wildfire once the doors are shut and the backs turned. Like one of the first scenes featured in the movie Crazy Rich Asians, when the news of Nick’s decision to bring Rachel to Singapore reached his mother in two minutes, news is spread very easily, which can make it fun and exciting to live here.
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On the surface, everyone keeps a poker face and doesn’t intrude even if they see a celebrity. It’s our culture to be a little reserved and not make a big deal about anything. Sometimes when you see an acquaintance on the streets, you might even walk the other way because you just hugged and said hello two days ago and have run out of lame greetings! People are sometimes not that warm, but the weather is really warm, all year round. However, if you got slapped in public or if you slept with someone new, you can be sure everyone—and I mean everyone—will know about it.

In the next few chapters, I will be sharing some juicy gossip and also the top places to go, and the things to eat or buy in order to channel your inner Crazy Rich Asian. Driving top down in a Ferrari and shaking your Richard Mille watch in peoples’ faces is cliché and not that classy. Over here, the real Crazy Rich Asians have a fabulous lifestyle but may drive a regular Japanese car out of their palace like Astrid. Like how Nick Young says that they are just comfortable—but are actually filthy rich.
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CHAPTER 1:

WEDDINGS

SAY “I DO” IN STYLE!

A wedding is one of the most important events of a person’s life, and every couple wants theirs to be perfect. There are many who will go to great length to make their weddings memorable—sometimes crazy and crass, sometimes ostentatious, and sometimes just pure magical.

There are weddings in Singapore that are like a never-ending commercial, with everything sponsored and the magic forced. There are also weddings that are dramatic and theatrical, with every family member singing from every corner of the ballroom and the bride and groom putting on a show, high in entertainment with everyone laughing with you—or maybe, at you. Sometimes, class is something money cannot buy.
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The ideal wedding is stylish and sophisticated without being stiff, heart-warming and fun without being overly dramatic. Though perfection is a relentless pursuit, the two weddings featured here come very close.

A Chinese wedding in Singapore is usually a full day affair, with “gate-crashing” being the first order of the day. The groom with his groomsmen will go through several stages of “obstacles” (some may call it torture) designed by the Angpow-hungry bridesmaids before he can win the bride’s hand in marriage (bridesmaids usually allow the groom and groomsmen to advance in the various stages of torture when they receive a handsome sum of money found in red packets called Angpow). Having deep pockets will make the life of the groom a lot easier. Obstacles could include body contortion into various shapes according to the bridesmaids’ desire, drinking concoctions that are sweet, sour, bitter, and spicy, meant to represent married life and getting through good and bad times together, doing a crazy dance, and on the extreme end, shaving your legs and armpits, or even eating worms.
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This will be followed by a tea ceremony, where heirlooms and blessings will be showered upon the bride and groom after they serve tea to their family. Depending on the religion of the families, a church wedding in the morning or afternoon could also be included. After the affairs in the morning and afternoon, the couple will proceed to the dinner venue for a lavish banquet dinner where their distinguished guests will attend and join in the celebrations.
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The bride rarely gets a chance to eat during the entire night because first of all, she has to fit into her very form-fitting gowns, and secondly, she has to go through at least three outfit changes and two march-ins at the dinner. Wedding banquets in Singapore are rarely held outdoors like the one featured in Crazy Rich Asians at Gardens by the Bay because our weather is extremely humid and wet, with periodic showers all the time. To put it simply, it is gross to be dressed to the nines and brave the outdoor heat! You can be sure that all your guests will be complaining and standing by the fans and not caring about your wedding speech if the event is outdoors without an air-conditioned tent.

This is why hotels are top choices for weddings in Singapore and prices for a table can be crazy. At five-star hotels, rates are usually between SGD $180 to $350 per person (about USD $130 to $250)—usually for food alone. A usual wedding size in Singapore is around two to three hundred people and for established families, anything from five hundred to a thousand people is possible. As Chinese people are very practical, giving Angpows (red packet with money) is the social standard for “blessing” the couple, and is much preferred over giving wedding gifts. Each year, a search online will have the latest updated list on how much is appropriate to give when attending a wedding at a particular hotel. The Angpow guideline even breaks down the price to weekend or weekday rate and whether it is a day or nighttime wedding. You can always give more than the recommended rate if you really love the couple. Everyone is expected to write their names on the red packet—giving less is frowned upon, so if you do, it may be the last time you will be seeing the couple.
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THE WEDDING OF RACHEL AND PO LOONG

On the rooftop of a sea-facing villa in Bali, Rachel said “yes” to her soon-to-be husband Po Loong who planned a surprise proposal while on a vacation with their closest friends. When choosing a wedding venue in Singapore, the couple wanted the same relaxed vibe near the sea and W Singapore at Sentosa Cove was the perfect choice. Some other conditions for the wedding venue were that it needed to be able to fit around five hundred people and that the food had to be amazing since Po Loong is a restauranteur in Brunei.
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Having known each other for more than fifteen years since their college days in Canada, Rachel and Po Loong said their vows on a deck facing the Marina at sunset with their closest friends and family, all of whom have witnessed their journey together right from day one. After the intimate ceremony, they changed into a different gown and suit to greet the arriving guests—both of which had been designed by Singaporean celebrity bridal designer Michelle HuiMin. Bridesmaids’ dresses were designed by Rachel’s good friend, Evon Tan, a local designer based in Melbourne.
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The night ended on a high when everyone raised their glasses to shout out the traditional “Yum Seng!” a traditional Singaporean toast done three times with the words belted out at the top of everyone’s lungs. The louder it is, the greater the blessings for the couple to have a blissful married life.
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THE WEDDING OF THE DECADE

In true CRA fashion, the original wedding we were going to feature was pulled at the last minute after the couple’s parents objected to their wedding photos being published in our book. Like the character Astrid, they do not desire unwanted attention and we respect their decision. Below is the story of Lynette and Alwin (name and photos have been changed, of course).
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Having met in Junior College when they were seventeen years old, Lynette and Alwin’s teenage love story has blossomed into a fairytale wedding that saw the attendance of some of the most important people in Singapore. The wedding day started with the gate-crashing ceremony when the groom had to go through “obstacles” to win the hands of the bride. The groomsmen arrived in a fleet of adorable Mini Coopers led by a vintage Rolls-Royce bridal car. They were greeted by a group of beautiful bridesmaids dressed in rainbow colors and armed with “torture” ideas to test Alwin’s love for Lynnette. This was followed by a rainbow-themed church wedding at CHIJMES, where the bride and groom with their entourage had a joyride with a fleet of traditional trishaws—three-wheeled passenger carts which were used as taxis in the past. CHIJMES is the very same venue featured in Crazy Rich Asians, though this wedding was a few years prior.
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In the evening at Shangri-La Hotel’s grand Island Ballroom, distinguished guests were treated to a lavish affair. There was an extra sense of excitement in the air because the founding father of the country, Singapore’s first Prime Minister, Mr. Lee Kuan Yew, was gracing the event. Together with him at the wedding was the current Prime Minister Mr. Lee Hsien Loong, former Prime Minister Mr. Goh Chok Tong, and former Presidents Mr. S. R. Nathan and Dr. Tony Tan. The ballroom was beautifully decorated with lush white blooms, which guests were welcomed to take home after the event. The wedding had a white theme and the flowers in vases of varying heights transformed the ballroom to feel like a rainforest canopy. Lynnette wore a gorgeous gown by Monique Lhuillier and it was a night to remember for many, being in the same room with all of the country’s most important people.
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