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ARG > BEFHME TFHEIRES BREHE. What
is your favorite memory of Hong Kong - fR&Bi/.LHIET
& ? When I was growing up, I was a very big fan of Anita
Mui Yim Fong. So I was in Hong Kong in 2003 when
she did her final concert at the Coliseum. I came back to
Hong Kong again that year in December as I love to spend
Christmas in Hong Kong. So on December 30th, 2003, E2
&, I was here in a hotel in Tsim Sha Tsui when the news
came she had passed away. I love Cantopop and there is a
particular song that is so evocative of Hong Kong — when
I hear it, I can see and even smell Hong Kong -{R{RZEX

R - BREE -
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A lot of Hongkongers, including some of you today, tell
me that Hong Kong is changing too quickly. But every
time I step into Hong Kong — and I have been here more
than ten times since the nineties - [ know I am in Hong
Kong, I know I am not in anywhere else in the world. The
streets of Hong Kong — Tsim Sha Tsui, Wanchai — and the
sound of Cantonese — there is no place like this anywhere

else in the world.

In Singapore, we are beginning to have the same anxiety.
We think that Singapore is changing far too quickly.
Perhaps, unlike Hong Kong, the smell in the streets of
Singapore may one day disappear because of all the
development we have to carry out. But perhaps what
makes it important is that people that came and went will

be remembered forever.

That is an interview I did on national Chinese newspaper,
FB15ZE. What has the library have to do with building
a B15ZR E? Perhaps the library of the future is not just a
collection of books but a library of lives. One of the laws
of library science by Ranganathan is this - every book its
reader; every reader his book. For the National Library
of Singapore, my hope one day is that we will fulfil the
vision of “every citizen a book”. For the national library,
we are planning a library with the memories of citizens.
So that when you walk into this library, you will be able
to pick up a book and that book will contain stories that

belong to you, to your family or to your friends.

The library will be further enriched by those who may
not be Singaporeans but have passed through Singapore
and left with deep memories. I, for instance, have

very indelible memories of Hong Kong. I love Hong
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Kong cinema, especially the Tsui Hark movies. So the
Singapore Memory Project is not just about Singaporeans.
I recently saw an article from a Malaysian newspaper
where a Malaysian blogger said that she was invited by
the National Library of Singapore to contribute her blog
articles on her memories of Singapore to the Singapore

Memory Project.

The Singapore Memory Project was announced by our
Prime Minister in 2011 at our National Day Rally. The
memories that we collect belong to a classic long tail.
Besides heavy collectors of memories and content like
libraries and archives, we are also keen to collect single
memories from Singaporeans. The content that the
Singapore Memory Project wishes to collect ranges from
those that are in the hands of the traditional collecting
institutions mentioned above, to those already existing
on the internet, to those that currently exist only in the
hearts and minds of individuals. Further, we would
like to go beyond collecting memories to creating new
content based on memories. The approach is somewhat
like investment - £24 2. By putting out more and more
content, we hope to inspire the creation of new content —

like how content breeds content.

The Project is also keen to showcase multiple perspectives
on any one subject, event, place or person. So we could
take a film like 881, a musical that was directed by Mr
Royston Tan and features the major music and dance
extravaganzas that occur throughout Singapore in the
seventh lunar month during the hungry ghosts festival.
From this film, you could be led to explore the memories
of arenowned performer Ms Liu Ling Ling, the memories

of other great leisure haunts like the old amusement parks.
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The idea of the Project is to lead one to explore many
other things that might be unexpected. It is moving from
a linear view of history and the past into a constellation-
like view where each event can be the trigger of many

others.

In the three years that the Project has been in existence,
we have engendered many great memory products in the
manner of $24 &

where the most popular bloggers in Singapore went on a

films, ebooks and even a food show

food memory trail for 18 hours going to nostalgic food
places suggested by twitterers. The show collected more

than 8,000 memories of food in Singapore.

We were also keen to engage the citizens in an

inter-generational manner. In a project entitled

“irememberschooldays”, we held a competition for
schools to interview their seniors and other school staff
for their memories. A particular school team managed
to interview a cleaner in the school who’s been cleaning
the school for 30 years. The cleaner would usually not
be interviewed for any projects as she is not historically
significant in a traditional sense. The resulting story was
a moving and personal one of her memories of cleaning
the school after the floods that were very frequent in the

late 70s and 80s.

This is our website: singaporememory.org. Our app is
available on Apple. This is our Facebook. We have about
58,000 likes so far. Singapore has only 5 million people,
so that’s quite significant. This is one of the initiatives
that was very successful. Our most successful post has
reached 288,000 people and in the course of a month, we

actually reach about 1.3 million Singaporeans. We are
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very big on social media because I think it is important
that we connect with the digital generation as well as the
young. The engagement effort has resulted in feedback
that citizens feel that they are part of the public history
project — one where history is not just what is written in
textbooks or by someone famous. Besides Twitter, and
Facebook, we have also unearthed and captured 500,000
blog posts.

I did an interview with a senior correspondent from
CNN who chanced upon the Singapore Memory Project.
At the end of the interview which lasted one and a half
hours, they asked me what I have learnt about Singapore
memories. | replied that I learnt not to be so arrogant and
presumptuous. When I started the project, I had all these
thoughts about the themes we should address, the target
groups we should get representative memories from — all
for the objective of getting a national and representative
national narrative. But as I did the project, I realized that
every individual has very interesting specific memories.
A person needs not be representative of any profile or
target group to be interviewed. The only criterion is that
she has a story to tell and is willing to share all of its
details. Taking this approach has moved many who were

approached.

In a roadshow that Singapore Memory Project ran in Toa
Payoh — one of the oldest housing estates in Singapore —
a 59 year-old lady Mdm Chao Yu Fen chanced upon the
carnival that we were running to collect memories from
residents. Overladen with groceries, she promptly took
a public bus home, deposited her groceries, picked up
stacks of family photo albums and came back to the event
venue to share stories of her parents with our memory

volunteers. She did a five-part video interview as she
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had so much to say. At the end of the interview, Mdm
Chao said that never once did she think that her memories
would be treasured by anyone other than herself. She
appeared in the national newspaper the day after and that

in itself was a memory worth treasuring for Mdm Chao.

I dream of the National Library of the future integrating
the memories and stories of its citizens and their families
with the publications, records, ephemera that the library
has collected over the years. Each memory dear to the
reader is the emotional entry point into the collection of

the nation’s history and heritage.

I dream one day of a personal library of every citizen that
starts with the seed of his memory. Like moths to a flame,
all the content somewhat linked to the memory by time,
place and people would be attracted to this seed and grow
a version of the National Library that would be personal
to the one who remembered something dear in the first

place.

This then is the dream of the Singapore Memory Public
Library.

I’m doing this partly for my mum, because my mum is 77
years old, and I hope that I will bring her to this library,
and she will be the first to try it. And then she would see
all the memories that are related to her. And that these
will never be forgotten. I hope that in Hong Kong we can
also achieve this goal - so that all the memories of Hong
Kong, even if they are not of someone as famous as Anita

Mui Yim Fong can also be captured.
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