
By LUA JIA MIN

SITTING in the middle of a
Serangoon Garden shophouse
crammed with shelves of
brightly coloured kiddy rides,
Mr Lee Kim Leng, 73, and his
43-year-old daughter Cather-
ine readily field questions
from nine enthusiastic stu-
dents.

The Lees are bombarded
with queries about the origins
of their kiddy ride business,
its peak and its subsequent de-
cline – all while being filmed
by a staff member of the Na-
tional Heritage Board (NHB).

Suddenly, 13-year-old Lee
Pei Yue, a particularly viva-
cious student, asks: “How
much do you earn now?”

Straightaway, she is gently
chided by a grinning Mr Alvin
Tan, NHB’s director of herit-
age institutions and industry
development, for asking a
“sensitive question”.

This unusual setting yester-
day was the scene for a docu-
mentary that the board is cre-
ating about kiddy rides in Sin-
gapore.

The film is part of a series
of projects that record Singa-
poreans’ childhood memories.

Its findings will eventually
be collated into a travelling ex-
hibition that features Singapo-
rean youngsters’ favourite pas-
times for next year’s Chil-
dren’s Season.

The board will join forces
with primary and secondary
schools islandwide to inter-

view the owners of shops sell-
ing disappearing childhood fa-
vourites such as kiddy rides
and traditional Chinese cello-
phane paper lanterns.

Two main objectives of the
project are to expose students
to heritage work and cultivate
the next generation of herit-
age champions, said Mr Tan.

Mr Lee’s Woo Hock Trad-
ing was chosen because the
family business of 32 years
used to produce and supply its

own kiddy rides, he added.
“We believe this will have

more resonance with Singapo-
reans,” said Mr Tan.

Kiddy rides are music-play-
ing, coin-operated vehicles
that were once a hit among
Singaporean children.

In their heyday in the
1990s, they could be found on
the pavements of many heart-
land neighbourhoods.

However, according to Ms
Lee, the demand for these

rides began to fall at the turn
of the century, when children
became more interested in us-
ing gadgets such as mobile
phones to pass the time in-
stead.

Government regulations
that prohibited excessive clut-
tering on pavements also con-
tributed to the sharp drop in
business, Ms Lee added.

But the kiddy ride still
seemed to have its fans among
the Serangoon Secondary

School students present yes-
terday.

Thirteen-year-old Sajeev
Suppiah, who last sat on a kid-
dy ride seven years ago, said:
“I used to like sitting in those
car-shaped ones pretending
that I was driving a real car.

“It is really a pity there
are not many of these rides
left around. They were a fa-
vourite of mine when I was
younger.”

jmlua@sph.com.sg

By KEZIA TOH

BUILDING a museum
is not quite what one
would expect a univer-
sity lecturer to do.

But Professor Leo
Tan (right) gamely
took on the task, helm-
ing a team to raise $46
million in just six
months to build the
Lee Kong Chian Natu-
ral History Museum at
the National University of Singapore.

When it is completed in 2014, the 7,500 sq m
museum will house three much-touted dinosaur
fossils from Wyoming in the United States.

It is no mean feat, but that is not the most diffi-
cult thing the 67-year-old has had to do.

The marine biologist by training has also had to
take on the role of administrator in his previous
roles heading the Science Centre and the National
Institute of Education.

Yesterday, Prof Tan stressed the importance of
not accepting – and not saying – “no”, during the
Fullerton-St Joseph’s Institution Leadership Lec-
ture series at Fullerton Hotel.

Even though he was “reluctantly thrust” into
some jobs during his career, he learnt to make the
best of them by first ensuring that his staff found
their jobs fulfilling. He told the audience: “When
you say yes, you get to learn new things and skills
you think are not useful for your current job, but
actually, the things you do outside of your current
job teach you how to do your... job better – this is
the paradox.

“So don’t refuse when somebody comes to you
with an offer that doesn’t seem attractive... mean-
ingful or relevant to you, because it will become
relevant as you move along the chain.”

Prof Tan, who graduated from St Joseph’s Insti-
tution in 1963, is also president and fellow of the
Singapore National Academy of Science.

The lecture series, now in its second instal-
ment, features former SJI boys who have played
significant roles in Singapore’s development. Pre-
vious speakers included Deputy Prime Minister
Teo Chee Hean, former foreign minister George
Yeo and National Kidney Foundation chairman
Gerard Ee. The next speaker will be retired senior
judge Richard Magnus.

Yesterday’s event saw 150 guests and students,
including representatives from community and
business groups, and professional associations.

keziatoh@sph.com.sg

Mr Lee in his shop with two of the most popular rides, the “Big Head Duck” and “Vespa”. The family business used to produce and supply its own
kiddy rides. In the 1990s, kiddy rides could be found on the pavements of many heartland neighbourhoods. ST PHOTO: SEAH KWANG PENG
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