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Some saved lives, others fought to overcome
personal difficulties yet found it in them to lend a
helping hand. They are the kind of people

The Straits Times is seeking to recognise with a
new annual award, ST’s Singaporean of the Year.
The award, supported by UBS Singapore, will be
given out at the end of this year. To givean
indication of the kind of individuals and their
inspiring actions we would like to celebrate,
Olivia Ho caught up with some whom we

had reported on last year. Ifyou know of

others like them who should be recognised,

do e-mail us at stnewsdesk@sph.com.sg

A head for figures,
a heart for others

Mr David Hoe emerged from the academic wilderness to become a respected
youth and student leader. PHOTO: TIFFANY GOH FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

Mr David Hoe, 27, wants to teach
at an elite junior college, but not
for the reasons you might think.

He said: “Whether you like it or
not, these are the people who will
be your policymakers... if they're
going to run Singapore, they need
to have a better perspective of
what Singapore islike.”

Mr Hoe knows something about
perspective, having traversed the
spectrum of the education system.

As a child, his ambition was
capped at beinga chickenrice sell-
er. But he graduates this month
with honours in economics from
the National University of Singa-
pore (NUS).

After his parents divorced and
his mother went blind, he spent
his primary school days guiding
her through the streets to sell tis-
sues. She died of a stroke when he
was 12, and he went tolive with his
fatherand older brother.

With little time or inclination to
study, he did poorly in the Primary
School Leaving Examination and
landed in the Normal (Technical)
Stream. It was only when he dis-
covered he had a knack for grasp-
ing mathematics formulas, and
started helping his friends under-
stand them too, that he developed
ataste for educating others,

He fought for atransfer to the Ex-
press stream, becoming the first
student to make the switch. He al-

so carved a path for himself
through junior college to NUS,
which he attended on a Ministry of
Education scholarship.

This year, he helmed the “T Am
Talented” programme, which gave
about 200 Normal stream stu-
dents the chance to pursue their
passions, like fashion design.

He also served in a multi-agency
government task force to tackle
the growing problem of drug
abuseamong youth.

He met The Straits Times fresh
off a flight from South Africa,
where he had gone backpacking
fornearly two months.

Mr Hoe wanted to visit the plac-
eshe had known only as case stud-
ies. He said: “Economics can seem
quite dry. I want to show my kids
what hyper-inflation really looks
like in Zimbabwe, what corrup-
tion lookslike in South Africa.”

In Coffee Bay, one of the poorest
parts of South Africa, he spent five
days at an orphanage where the
children ate two-month-old ex-
pired food. Concerned that they
could not study at t because
there was no electricity, Mr Hoe
‘made a Facebook appeal for funds.
He raised $2,450 to buy solar pan-
els for the orphanage, with enaugh
]ellﬂvermcuvorwmetxpenses‘

“I never wanted to change the
world,” said Mr Hoe, “But when |
seeaneed, [willmeetit”

She ‘adopts’ old
couple as her parents

Ms Noriza A. Mansor mapping the floar of Mr Tan Soy Yong's flat. She spends at
least six hours a week helping him. PHOTC: DIOS VINCOY JR FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

Single mother Noriza A. Mansor
gets only one day off a week from
her job asabedsheet promoter.

Most would use that day to rest,
but she spends it looking after an
old man she met by chance as he
stoad in a Toa Payoh supermarket
soiled by his faeces.

Ms Noriza, 49, made headlines
last October when she stepped for-
ward to help Mr Tan Soy Yong, 76,
wha had soiled himself while buy-
ing groceries with his wife, who
wasinawheelchair.

Others had recoiled from the old
man and his stench. But Ms Noriza
not only bought him new shorts but
she evenknelt towipe the dried fae-
ces off his legs — an act which
moved a bystander to tears,

Since that day, she has made it a
point to visit Mr Tan for at least si
hours a week at his Potong Pasir
three-room flat.

Mr Tan has lived there alone
since the start of the year, when his
wife, Madam Lee Bee Yian, also 76,
washospitalised for cancer.

During her visits, Ms Noriza
cleans up Mr Tan, who cannot con-
trol his bowels, and washes his
soiled laundry, She also mops the
floor and tidies up the flat, while
chatting brightly with him in a mix
of Malay and Hokkien. Some days,
she will accompany him to visit his
wife in hospital. On other days, she
will rake him out in his wheelchair

to the hawker centre to eat his fa-
vourite wonton noodles.

Said Ms Noriza: “I only wish |
could see him more often, Some-
times if I finish work at 8pm, I will
go to see him, But I don't always
have the time.”

She often works 12 hours a day,
taking home around $2,000 a
month, She has three sonsand two
daughters aged 11 to 26. Four of
themstill livewith her.

Yet she has no qualms about
making time for the old couple. “In
mylife, ] am never tired,” she said.

MrTan told her he has a sonand
a daughter, but Ms Noriza said
that, according to social workers,
the couple have no ren. She
thinks rthey have a niece and a
nephew living in Singapore, but
hasbeenunable tocontact them.

Ms Noriza believes Mr Tan was
sentinto herlife by God, asshe lost
her parentswhen she was 21.

Her father succumbed to cancer
and her mother wasted away in de-
pression eight months later.

She said she treats the couple as
“my own father and mother”.

Mr Tan once asked her if she had
a passport. “I said yes. He said
when hiswife is discharged, we can
goon haliday together asa family.”

She smiled wistfully, “I know
this kind of thing is very hard, with
their conditions. But of course |
told himwe would. He's so sweet.”

He risked his life to
save others in blaze

d a cat from a fire at

Naorali saved

an HDB block in Choa Chu Kang last year. ST PHOTO. JAMIE KOH

When a Choa Chu Kang Housing
Board flatburstinto flames and ter-
rified residents fled en masse, one
man ran in the opposite direction.

On discovering the February
2014 fire, football coach Faizaltu-
lamri Noorali immediately ran
from door to door to warn his
neighbours. Racing up and down
several flights of stairs, the
34-year-old saved two elderly
women, two maids andalittle girl.
He even rescuedacat.

‘When The Straits Times caught
upwith him more thana year later,
he downplayed his deeds. “1 was
just doing something a normal hu-
man being would do,” he said.

That morning, he had spotred
smoke coming out of an eighth-sto-
rey unit. The heat made him hesi-
tate, but the thought of somebody
being trapped inside spurred him
to break a window pane. Recalling
the thick black smoke that billow-
ed out over him, he said: “ had to
squat down to avoid the smoke. 1al-
mostlost consciousness then.”

Despite inhaling some of the
smoke, Mr Faizaltulamri went on
to rescue others, including a
63-year-old housewife on the 14th
storey. As she refused to leave
without her cat, he had to search
herflatand catch the feline,

On the 11th storey, he found a
76-year-old woman lying in the cor-
ridor, with her maid crying help-

lessly next to her . He carried the
elderly woman down and, despite
his fatigue, went back upstairs, re-
turning with a five-year- old asth-
maticgirl in hisarms.

Hisacts have got him recognised
by strangers, not just in Choa Chu
Kang but also in the new restau-
rant he is helping his friend man-
age, and even on one occasion by
Singaporean tourists in Batam.

Mr Faizaltulamri said, however,
that he did not always cut such a
gallant figure. A rebellious young-
ster, he was even involved in a se-
cretsocieryatone point,

He said: “In the past, I didn't
think about other people. If this
had happened 10 years ago, |
would have been one of those by-
standers taking a selfie with the
fire in the background.”

His outlook changed after he
met his girlfriend of 11 years, Ms
Faizureen Ashigkeen. “She’s my re-
alinspiration,” he said.

The 32-year-old educator was
not amused by her fiance’s hero-
ics, though. Mr Faizaltulamri said
she broke down on learning how
he had risked his life.

The couple are getting married
next month, and plan to move into
anew flat five minutes away from
Mr Faizaltulamri’s family.

Their first step on setting up
house? “Get fire insurance,”
quipped Mr Faizaltulamri.

Stroke won’t keep her
from helping workers

Ms Eridget Tan, who founded advocacy group Home, is still helping foreign
workers as she recuperates after a stroke in Batam. ST PHOTO MARK CHEONG

After suffering a stroke, Ms Bridg-
et Tan moved to Batam to recuper-
ate in peace. But she still gets calls
at all hours from migrant workers
inSingapore desperate for help.

The 66-year-old, who has used a
wheelchair since the stroke, reas-
sures them and puts them in con-
tact with helplines and shelters in
Singapore, She said: “Those who
call me really need me, otherwise
they wouldn't call me. They treat
me astheir sister, their mother.”

It was one such call that led to
Ms Tan founding foreign workers'
advocacy group Humanitarian Or-
ganisation for Migration Econom-
ics (Home) in2004.

A Sri Lankan domestic worker
had rung Ms Tan out of the blue,
saying she was being sexually har-
assed by her emplayer.

Ms Tan recalled: “She said she
would have committed suicide if 1
didn't come to her. And that's how
Istarted Home, Just one call.”

The former personnel manager
spent the next decade helming
Home, first as its president and
then as its salaried chief executive
- until February last year, when
she collapsed in her Marine Ter-
race flat from a stroke. Since last

ter by Yayasan Dunia Viva Wanita,
an Indonesian women's organisa-
tion founded by Ms Tan. From
time to time, her home becomes a
refuge for repatriated maids, some
ofwhomare pregnant.

Despite her condition, Ms Tan
spends at least three hours a day
shooting off e-mail messages and
running her various organisations.
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‘Barefoot doc’ reaches
out to foreign workers

Dr Tan Lai Yang playing sepak takraw with migrant workers at Westlite Dormitory
in Mandai Estate on June 25, ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG

Dr Tan Lai Yong spends his Satur-
day nighrs playing sepak takraw
with migrant workers at their Man-
dai dormitory.

Hisgoal is really tosetup a subsi-
dised clinic there, where he will
train workers to volunteer on
weekends and help diagnose their
own countrymen. He would rather
startout, however, by kicking arat-

0 h, she
trip back here to make sure every-
thing is in order - whether to help
anabused Filipino maid meet law-
yers, o to discuss table arrange-
ments for Home's office,

Speech is a struggle for her, but
her eyes light up when she re-
counts past rescues, such as the
time she hared off into the forests
of Choa Chu Kang at midnight to
save a Thai sex trafficking victim.

“It feels good,” she said of each
time she helps a worker, “It's like
striking lottery, every time.”

Retirement is the furthest thing
from her mind, and she expects to
be back on her feet by the end of
the year. First on her to-do list is a
meeting with new Manpower Min-
ister Lim Swee Say, whom she
wants to sound out about topics
like the long working hours of for-

PYsp

June, she hast in
her two-storey house in quiet
Sekupang on Batam, a 45-minute
ferryride from Singapore.

The house also serves as a shel-

e workers.

Cracking a smile, she said: “lam
hopeful that before Christmas, |
will be walking around, chasing af-
teryouall.”

tan ball dwith them.
“Iwant tocome in playing sports
rather than parachute in as a doc-
tor,” said the 54-year-old. “This
way, youform a multi-layered rela-
tionship that builds communiry.”
Befare he moved back to Singa-
pore in 2010, Dr Tan had spent 15
years as a “barefoot docror™ in ru-
ral China, moving there with his
wifeand 16-month-old daughter,
In the impoverished country-
side of Yunnan, he ran village clin-
ics, cared for orphans, lepers and
the disabled, and gave farmers ba-
sic medicaland dental training,
InSingapore, he confronted a
ferent set of needs. He said: “In
Yunnan, | entered into communi-
ties. Here, | am trying to create
community. It's anuphill struggle.”
Today, he serves as director for
outreach and community engage-
ment at the College of Alice & Pe-
ter Tan in the National University
of Singapore, where he lives with
his wife, son and daughter in cam-
pushousing.
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He also volunteers about four to
six hours a week at non-profit
group HealthServe, which runs
subsidised clinics for migrant
workershere,

He often takes his students on
field trips, be it to visit migrant
workers at HealthServe clinics,
yong tau foo sellers at People’s
Park Food Centre, or the back al-
leys of Geylang. “This is what lead-
ership is - it’s not charity. | want
them to learn to hear voices from
the community,” he said.

He puts his achievementsin Yun-
nan down toasimple linguistic bar-
rier. “T didn’t speak Chinese well,
solwas forced tolistenandlearn.”

What does he hope to do next?
“Iwishwecouldsetupsocialenter-
prises to allow injured foreign
workers or workers with a day off
to do something meaningful and
with dignity,” he said. For exam-
ple, he said, they could earn mon-
eyassports coaches or barbers.

When a group of Anglo-Chinese
School (Independent) students
wanted to do community service
by washing toilets at HealthServe,
hesaid no.

Instead, he told them to let Bang-
ladeshi workers teach them crick-
et. He recalled one worker telling
him how happy he was to step up

He helps others

- ‘put down roots’

For years, he wandered the earth, living off little more

than what he carried on his back.

But today, his endeavour to get his fellow urbanites to
put down roots in their own land keeps free spirit Tay Lai

Hock, 52, firmly planted in Singapore.

He founded eco-community Ground-Up Initiative in
2008 to create a “21st century kampung culture” in the

heart of cosmopolitan Singapore.

He helms a group of 40 to 50 active volunteers who cul-
tivate a 26,000 sq m plot of land - about the size of three
to four football fields - at the former Bottle Tree Park in
Khatib. More than 35,000 people have passed through its
gates, growing produce, honing skills such as woodwork,

and practising sustainable Living.

Mr Tay and his team do not live on site, but take turns
fi st it leadk i

and hol

n;

3
ty programmes for schools and companies. These, as well
as the sale of some of the farm’s produce, drum up reve-

nue. Said Mr Ta

Weare not profitable, but we getby.”

The self-avowed “kampung chief” believes the environ-
‘ment will benefit from convincing Singaporeans to get
their hands dirty - literally. “We live so high-rise our feet

don’ttouch the ground,” he said.

The former regional sales manager for a US software
firm gave up a five-figure salary in 1999 to backpack
around the world. Sertling down in one place was far from
his mind at the time. But when he ended up leading a se-
ries of flood relief missions in Malaysia in 2007, he real-
ised he had amassed agroup of volunteers with the poten-
tial to enact change. Months of living in New Zealand
eco-villages showed him the blueprint ofhow to doso.

The transition has not been an easy one. His work
‘means he can no longer travel for long periods of time.
And the fight to keep the project going is a constantly up-
hill one, said Mr Tay, who s single. They almost lost their
space recently, but managed to secure the new, bigger

sitein November for the next sixyears.

Mr Tay and his team now aim to raise $6 million to de-
velop the land further into a “Kampung Kampus”, start-
ing with projects like a rice field. So far, they have raised
about $5,000 by getting people to sponsor bricks.

Mr Tay admitted to doubts, especially when he comes
up against volunteers who lack commitment, or visitors
wholitter. When he shared his misgivings on a volunteer
WhatsApp group, however, a former volunteer sent hima
‘message from the US, saying that he had just had an inter-
view to study at the Yale School of Forestry and Environ-
mental Studies. If not for Mr Tay, the young man said he
would probably be sitting in an officc instead.

“The seeds you sow take so long to see,” said Mr Tay.
“Bur it's moments like this that keep me going. [ always
tell peaple - farm your heart, and garden your soul. We're

trying to create autopia here.”

oliviaho@sph.com.sg

Mr Tay Lai Hock (left) founded his eco-community to create
a “21st century kampung culture” here. ST PHOTO: JAMIE KOH

Ex-gangster wants to
_inspire the young

While in jail, Mr Darren Tan decided to turn his life around and study hard to

Growing up, Mr Darren Tan want-
edtobe agangster or alawyer.

The Hong Kong TV dramas he
grew up on usually revolved
around one or the other, “I chose
the easier way out,” the one-time
gangsterrecalled ruefully.

Involved in gang activities since
hewas 13, he took to drugs and vio-
lence, which earned him 10 years
injail and 19 strokes of the cane.

An epiphany in prison inspired
him to pursue his other childhood
dream, which saw him called to
the Bar last August. Now 36, he has
been a fully fledged lawyer for al-
mostayear at TSMP Law Corp.

While in prison, at 23, he was
locked up in a maximum-security
cell afrer having fought with ano-
ther inmate, and he began to ques-
tion the point of his existence.

He describes the cell: “The walls
are black, and there is a lone yel-
low light shining very strongly,
bouncing off the walls. You feel
very stunned all the time, and you
have noconcept of day ornight.”

“All my friends were in prison,
on the run, or dead. I told myself
that, even if I died there, nobody
would care.”

For the first time, he prayed to
God for a chance to turn his life
around. He took up his studies
once more through the prisons

to the plate, saying: “For three
years, Id d of playi icket.
Today somebodylistened tome.”

and aced his Alevels,
“I enjoyed studying, which be-

realise his childhood dream of becoming a lawyer. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM

came something of an obsession,”
he said. The lack of distractions in
prison helped him focus.

Whilein jail, he became the first
student with a criminal past to be
admitted to the National Universi-
ty of Singapore law school.

He now works 14 to 16 hours a
day handling commercial litiga-
tion and dispute-resolution cases,
but he still makes time for others,

He makes it a point to take on
pro bono cases, and answers calls
from strangers secking legal ad-
vice. They can range from former
offenders to bankrupts to people
trying taget divorces.

Said Mr Tan: “l always call them
back. I know what it's like to feel
helpless and need someone to talk
to. Even if there is no case, they
justwant totell their stories.”

He works with at-risk youth and
former offenders as a volunteer
for initiatives such as Beacon of
Life, which he co-founded, as well
asthe Yellow Ribbon Project.

He recently became director of
Tasek Jurong, a new non-profit
group that provides seed money
for social enterprises employing
marginalised communities and
funds education for needy kids.

He hopes to be a role model for
the youngsters he works with. He
‘wants to give them hope, showing
them that “someone like them”
‘was able to follow his dream.




