o

BIBLIOASIA JUL-SEP 2014

Standing Firm

Stories
of Ubin

Apart from being an escape from the
hubbub of city life, Pulau Ubin is home
to a small but dwindling number of
Singaporeans. Ang Seow Leng sheds
some light on life on the island.

Ang Seow Leng is a Senior Reference Librarian
with the National Library of Singapore.

Her responsibilities include managing and
developing content, as well as providing
reference and research services relating to
Singapore and Southeast Asia.
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ffshore islands such as Pulau
Ubin have been largely spared
the development that has taken
place on mainland Singapore.
However, recent land use plans
have impacted Pulau Ubin’s
landscape, its islanders and their rustic way
of life.

Pulau Ubin is located northeast of
Singapore, a mere 10-minute boat ride from
Changi. The Malays once referred to the island
as Pulau Batu Jubin, meaning “granite stone
island”. At one time, the granite mined in Ubin
was used to make floor tiles known as jubin,
later shortened to ubin.' The Chinese called
the island chieo suar (& LLI), meaning “stone
hill”.2 Originally, the 1,020-hectare island
comprised a cluster of five smaller islands
separated by tidal rivers, but over the years
bunds erected for prawn farming unified
the tiny isles into a single curved island that
resembles a boomerang.: Today, Pulau Ubinis
Singapore’s second largest offshore island.*

Pulau Ubin was first visited by the
Second Resident, John Crawfurd, on 4
August 1825 when he made his way around
Singapore on his ship, the Malabar, to take
formal possession of Singapore. The Union
Jack was hoisted, followed by the firing of
a 21-gun salute.’ Later, James Richardson

Sunset at Pulau Ubin jetty. Courtesy of Ria Tan,
www.wildsingapore.com

Logan, who was responsible for the first
scientific scholarly journal in Singapore -
the Journal of the Indian Archipelago and
Eastern Asia - published a book on a study
of the rocks and geological features of the
island during his visit to Pulau Ubin in the
early 19th century.

In the 1840s, Chinese stone cutters,
and later convicts were deployed to quarry
the granite in Pulau Ubin, which was later
transported to Pedra Branca to build the
Horsburgh Lighthouse in 1851.6 Granite from
Pulau Ubin was also used to build the Raf-
fles Lighthouse in 18557 and the Causeway in
1923.%7 Pearl’s Hill Reservoir, Fort Canning,
Fort Canning Reservoir, the expansion of Fort
Fullerton and the Singapore Harbour were
also built using granite from Ubin.' A block
of granite was even reportedly sent to build
the extension of Portsmouth Cathedral in
the south of England.”

THE PEOPLE OF UBIN

The earliest inhabitants on Pulau Ubin were
the Orang Laut and indigenous Malay of Bugis
and Javanese origins. Subsequently, Chinese
quarry workers settled on the island-mostly
Hakkas, followed by the Hokkiens and later

Teochews.™ In the 1880s, large numbers of
inhabitants from the Kallang River area moved
to Pulau Ubin. Migration spiked again prior
to the Japanese invasion in 1942 when the
mainland residents fled to Pulau Ubin for
its perceived safety.” Apart from quarrying
granite, the main industry from the 1800s to
1999," other economic activities in the early
days included rearing poultry and the cultiva-
tion of rubber and cash crops such as coffee,
nutmeg, pineapple, coconut, durian and to-
bacco, as well as prawn farming and fishing!®

The 1970 Singapore population census
indicated that there were 2,028 residents
living on Pulau Ubin at the time."¢ This num-
ber was halved by 1987 due to resettlement
and the closure of the granite quarries. Even
then, Ubin was the most populous island
compared with Pulau Sakeng’s 250 residents,
St John’s Island’s 10 residents and Kusu
Island’s solitary temple keeper.'” By 2002,
however, the number of residents on Ubin
was down to just 100;'® today, fewer than 100
people live on the island.” During a speech
made on 15 March 2014, Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong highlighted Pulau Ubin as one
of the last two kampongs left in Singapore,
the other being Kampong Buangkok.?

The rapid urbanisation of mainland
Singapore has impacted Pulau Ubin in more
ways than one. In the late 1960s and early 70s,
Singapore embarked on a labour-intensive
industrial programme, setting up factories
and hiring as many workers as possible. At
the same time, a public housing scheme was
launched, which proved so effective that by
1985, some 80 percent of Singapore’s resident
population was living in subsidised public
flats.? These flats on the mainland came with
facilities that were sorely lacking in Pulau
Ubin, such as piped water and electricity. Not
surprisingly, Ubin’s more educated younger
residents started moving to the mainland to
seek jobs and a better life.

One prominentisland resident was the
late Lim Chye Joo, a Teochew migrant who
was instrumental in the development of Pulau
Ubin. He arrived in Singapore from Chinain
193622 and lived on Ubin all his life.” Lim was
the headman of the island for more than 30
years and was also the former chairman of
the Pulau Ubin Community Centre. He helped
set up Bin Kiang School on the island and
was often involved in fund-raising activities,*
simultaneously rearing pigs and chickens,
and running a provision shop. Until he was
90, Lim was still very active, walking at least
4 kilometres everyday to check on his veg-
etable and prawn farms.?® He passed away
at the age of 101 in 2006.%
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HOUSING, LAND USE AND CHANGES

Resettlement from Pulau Ubin to mainland
Singapore began in the 1970s and picked up
paceinthe 1990s. The 1991 Concept Plan by
the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA)
proposed that while Pulau Ubin would be
marked for leisure and recreation for as
long as possible, once the population on the
mainland exceeded 4 million, a Mass Rapid
Transit (MRT) and a major road would be
constructed to link the mainland to Ubin. In
addition, plans were unveiled for high density
housing and industrial development on Ubin.*'
Chek Jawa (at the southeastern tip) was also
earmarked for land reclamation in 1992.
However, the proposed development
did not take place and reclamation works
on Chek Jawa were halted. In 1997, the URA
proposed that Pulau Ubin would remain
as a place for sports and recreation. Half
of the land area would be set aside as a
reserve site while a third of the land area
would remain as open space. Two sites were
proposed for the development of a holiday and
outdoor recreation activity centre, in addition
to the existing National Police Cadet Corps
campsite and the Outward Bound School.*

AN ISLAND IN TRANSITION

Theisland has seen a sharp decline in popu-
lation within just four generations, with many
residents moving to the mainland in pursuit of
better opportunities or to be with family. The
closure of the last granite quarry in 1999 spelt
the end of that means of livelihood for most
of the islanders. Most jobs these days are
geared towards meeting the needs of tourists
who visit on the weekends. When provision
shop owner Madam Tan was interviewed in
2000, she commented that there were five
provision shops on the island vying for busi-
ness from a small number of residents.®
In 2013, a resident observed that, “after a
while, you see the same person pacing the
town centre. It's most likely the same villager
you saw in the morning, rather than a fresh
face from the mainland.”

The island’s only primary school, Bin
Kiang School, closed in 1985,% the only clinic
closed in 1987,% and the Pulau Ubin Com-
munity Centre closed in 2003,*” all victims
of the dwindling population. Places of wor-
ship, instrumental in binding the community
together, have also moved to the mainland,
leaving mostly the old and the retired behind.
Furthermore, with the government acquiring
the land in Pulau Ubin, residents now have
to pay rent for the land they occupy. *® One
villager said, “Those who don't live here think
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Ubin’s Flora and Fauna

In his book, Pulau Ubin: Ours to Treasure
(2000), wildlife enthusiast Dr Chua Ee Kiam
wrote about the natural areas in Pulau Ubin
that were “a little wild, relatively undisturbed
and support a large variety of indigenous
flora and fauna”.?” He recorded a total of
179 species of birds, 382 species of vascular
plants and 19 animal species on the island
despite the fact that Ubin’s original rainforest
was destroyed during the1950s and early
1960s when entire hills were blasted for the
extraction of granite.?® Ubin is still home to
a relatively large number of rare animals,
birds and plants. A National Parks Board
(NParks) website on Ubin provides detailed
records on the flora and fauna of the island.?’
As of January 2014, the island is home to
603 species of plants, 207 species of birds,
153 species of butterflies and 39 species
of reptiles.*®

(Top Left) The oriental whip snake is also known
as the green vine snake and can grow up to 2
metres long.

(Left) The nipah palm can be found in the mangrove
swamps of Pulau Ubin. The leaves can be used as
thatch for roofs and its sap, when fermented, is
drunk as an alcoholic drink called “toddy”.

Images courtesy of Ria Tan, www.wildsingapore.com

A crowd watching a Chinese opera performance on Pulau Ubin in 1992. The wayang (opera) stage still stands
on the island. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.
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we have a relaxed time. Try it, and you'll see
how difficult it can be”; another shared that
they had been surviving on the compensa-
tion given by the government after their
fruit plantation had been acquired and were
worried about how long they could survive
without proper work.>

Making the move to the mainland has
not been easy. A newspaper report in 2001
tells of Fadila Noor, aged 39, who packed
up her belongings, left her cats behind, and
moved into a one-room flat in Singapore,
describing her flat as “barely larger than
the kitchen in her house on the island”.#°
Another, Madam Hamidah, shared that life
in Ubin was “more peaceful, more calm...In
Singapore, the moment you step out of your
lift, you spend money. When you wake up and
open your eyes, the first thing you think of is
how to earn more money.”!

COMMUNAL SPACES IN PULAU UBIN

There are some significant buildings in
Pulau Ubin that bring people together and
stand as markers of the island’s history. Bin
Kiang School was the first and only primary
school on the island. Set up in 1952, it had
over 400 students at its peak until it closed
in 1985 and was demolished in 2000.4

Pulau Ubin Community Centre was
once a hive of activity and a key landmark
on theisland as Singapore’s only waterfront
community centre. Built in 1961, the build-
ing was originally a community hall that
was converted into a community centre in
1966.% In the 1970s and 1980s, the centre
offered residents a wide array of activities,
from soccer and sepak takraw to dragon
boat racing and traditional Malay sports such
as miniature sailboats (jong/ races and spin-
ning tops (gasing) competitions.* The com-
munity centre also followed the fate of the
school, closing down in 2003.

In Chinese folklore, the Goddess of
the Sea, or Mazu (&%), is an important
celestial guardian who ensures the safe
passage of fishermen and seafarers in rough
seas. Worshipping Mazu is a practice that
is mostly prevalent among Southeast Asian
Chinese, and temples dedicated to Mazu
are often situated along coastal areas. The
Ma Zu Temple at Pulau Ubin was originally
sea-facing but when the land it sat on was
acquired to make way for the Outward Bound
School Camp 2 site in 2001, the temple was
moved to Sengkang on the mainland.®®

However, not all of Ubin’s buildings face
closure or demolition. The Pulau Ubin Fo Shan
Teng Tua Pek Kong Temple pre-dates 1869

according to the date inscribed on the temple’s
renovation stele. The temple is located near
the jetty and is one of the rare Chinese
temples in Singapore that has a permanent
stage for Chinese opera (wayang).* The
temple and its stage come alive twice a year,
during the fourth and seventh months of
the Chinese lunar calendar. Chinese operas
and contemporary getai performances are
staged in honour of Tua Pek Kong and to mark
the Hungry Ghost Festival. This is a far cry
from the 1950s when weekly wayang shows
were put up to entertain the villagers.*’
House No.1, situated at the eastern
end of the island near Chek Jawa, was built
in the 1930s by the British Chief Surveyor,
Landon Williams, as a holiday or weekend
retreat.”® It is a significant landmark with

commanding views of Changi Point and
the Straits of Singapore. The structure is
believed to be Singapore’s only remaining
authentic Tudor-style house with a fireplace.”
A Lianhe Zaobao article reported that the
building used to house the managers of the
island’s rubber plantations.® Rubber tapping
activities ceased during the 1980s due to
increasing costs of production.’! The house
gradually fell into neglect but was given a new
lease of life when it was restored and turned
into the Chek Jawa visitor centre, and was
given conservation status by the URAin 2007.%

People and places tell the story of the
island, and unless there is a new “wave” of
migration from the mainland, Pulau Ubin
may become a fragment of a distant past that
will slowly be replaced by new memories

(Left) Painting of Pulau Ubin by John Turnbull Thomson. “Grooved stones on Pulo Ubin near Singapore, 1850". Used with permission from the Hall-Jones family.
(Right) Rock facade similar to that in the 1850 painting by John Turnbull Thomson photographed by Dr Chua Ee Kiam. Courtesy of Dr Chua Ee Kiam.
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from transient visitors. In the meantime, there
are plenty of enthusiasts in Singapore who
try and keep Ubin alive and relevant. The
island is thronged by mountain biking enthu-
siasts and nature buffs every weekend and
the blog Pulau Ubin Stories was started in
1995 to collect news and stories about the
island. In May 2014, a dedicated Facebook
page provided another avenue for enthusiasts
to share information and photos on Ubin.

Author Dr Chua Ee Kiam located a simi-
lar rock that resembles the one captured in
a striking painting done more than 150 years
ago by John Turnbull Thomson - Grooved
Stones at Pulo Ubin near Singapore. Hope-
fully, in spite of the island’s evolution and the
encroachments made by man, that rock will
still be around for another 100 years. +

B

Saving Chek Jawa

Kampong Chek Jawa, on the southeastern
tip of Pulau Ubin, was probably named
after the Javanese who first settled there.
The villagers who used to live there were
mostly fishermen and rubber tappers.®
Chek Jawa has six different ecosystems
within its 1 sq km area: mangroves, coastal
hill forest, sandy ecosystems, rocky shore,
seagrass lagoon and coral rubble.® This
rich diversity makes it a veritable haven
for scientific studies and nature lovers.
In December 2000, Nature Society
(Singapore] members made an accidental
discovery of the rich marine life thriving at
Chek Jawa.® A newspaper article two years
later reported that a biodiversity survey
made at Pulau Ubin discovered several
rare coastal plants, many of which were
recorded for the first time in Singapore.®

News of Chek Jawa’s land reclamation
and the imminent destruction of its
ecosystem sparked off a deluge of visitors
to the area. Numerous letters were sent
to the press to appeal to the authorities
to halt the land reclamation plans.?’

On 14 January 2002, the Ministry of
National Development announced that
land reclamation work at Chek Jawa
would be postponed indefinitely. In addi-
tion, NParks formed a committee with
representatives from the Nature Society,
Raffles Museum of Biodiversity Research
and other experts to study how Chek
Jawa’s unique and fragile ecosystem could
be maintained.®

High tide at the Chek Jawa boardwalk.
Courtesy of Ria Tan, www.wildsingapore.com
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Painting of prawn
ponds on Ubin by
Cultural Medallion
winner Ong Kim
Seng. Ong spent
eight months painting
on the island and

his paintings were
showcased in 2001 at
“Charms of Ubin”, an
exhibition held at the
People’s Association
headquarters,
organised by the
Outward Bound
School to raise
funds to develop an
adventure park for
children. Ong’s time
on Ubin reminded him
of his kampong days.
Courtesy of

Ong Kim Seng.
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