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Shanghai Expo
——A manifestation of “he #1° (harmony)

By May Leong #FtEE

A Singaporean artist” s impression of the Shanghai Expo

My tour of the Expo leaves me a deep impression and awareness that harmony
begets beauty. One keeps wondering, who would possess such superb skills to
produce this masterpiece that epitomises all the colours of the world, in their
various shades and rendering, and applying the diverse artistic styles: a blend of

EHIEL May Leong 47 T L6 1 125 7 s [ 5 e T traditional and modern, classical and surrealistic, abstract and concrete, as well
as oriental and occidental. The answer can be found in one word: “ he fi ”
(harmony).

Harmony the essence of the Shanghai Expo

People have gathered here in a congenial atmosphere and in the spirit of
equality and friendliness, regardless of race, colour or nationality, irespective of
developing or developed country, territorial size or population, social system or
creed. The themes, pavilions, exhibits at the Shanghai Expo all showcase the
harmonious existence between different people and between mankind and
nature. The Chinese have a saying: “he mei fi12” that aptly describes such
harmonious state. One sees beauty only where there is harmony.

Harmony the openness of Shanghai

Shanghai overflows with a harmonious ambience during the Expo. In fact, such
essence of the Shanghai Expo is only an extension of the spirit of the openness of
Shanghai.

Such elements transform Shanghai into a melting pot that leads to the
renowned “Shanghai Style” in calligraphy and paintings, culinary art,
performance art and the distinctive character of the “Shanghai Style™ .

Various factors such as the historical background, the geographical location, the
accumulation of human experience, have confributed fo the special



characteristic of Shanghai that is accommodating and all
encompassing. “MFANE I, FmiAE" (“Hai na bai chuan, he
er bu tong” - The sea takes in hundreds of rivers, harmonious
but different) .

“Better City, Better Life” —— that is what Shanghai really is.
The World Expo provides a grand stage for the display of the
advancement of human civilization, looking forward to the
future by drawing on the experiences endured in making
progress in various fields.

The Expo has brought together the achievements of the
various countries of the world in new technologies, new ideas
and new cultures. The interaction and close contact of such
diverse thoughts, concepts and viewpoints would surely inspire
us to reach for greater heights.

The people of Shanghai, and even the rest of China, would
have the opportunity to remain in close contact at first hand
or through televised broadcasts with 246 pavilions represented
by 190 countries and 56 international organizations. Added to
this is the experience in the various organizational tasks, there
is therefore no doubt that at the end of the 184-day World
Expo, it will leave an unprecedented impact on the Chinese
people. 2010 shall probably be a milestone year in the history
of China, defining a pre-Expo era and a post-Expo era. There is
the fervent hope and belief that China will achieve another
leap forward after the Shanghai Expo.

Affection towards China

In 1978, a man of great stature visited Singapore, a multi-racial
country described as “a small red dot” on the world map. He
met with the then Prime Minister of Singapore Mr Lee Kuan
Yew ,as | was travelling and arrived in Beijing on the same day
as Deng arrived in Singapore. At that fime, young
Singaporeans were not allowed to tour China as individuals,
and | had to join a group ftour organized by the Society of
Accountants to make the trip.

My father had not returned to motherland since moving to
Nanyang in 1927, and being the first in the family to have the
opportunity to visit China, | was extremely excited. Looking
back, | can only sum it up as God’ s will and my connections
with China have remained until today. Everything is as fresh to
me as if it had happened yesterday.

Several days before Mr Deng’ s arrival, our Golden Phoenix

Sichuan Restaurant at the Singapore Hotel Equatorial received
an order from the China Trade Representative’ s Office
(diplomatic relations between Singapore and China had not
been established then) fo provide the catering for the
banquet in honour of Mr Deng at the Presidential Residence
(Istana, Singapore). It was indeed a great honour, and upon
being nofified, I immediately held discussions with our
Taiwanese master-chef, the late Mr Shen Guangyuan. Taking
into consideration that Mr Deng was nearly 80 years old and
originated from Sichuan, we planned a special menu that
included “boneless smoked duck (Peking Duck style)” and
“sauteed diced chicken with hot pepper” . The dishes were
served in Taiwan made blue and white porcelain ware,
replicas from the Ming Dynasty.

On the day of the VIP banquet, | was sfill in Beijing. | made a
telephone call to the Singapore Equatorial (long distance call
had to be made through the telephone operator) to enquire
about the outcome of the banquet. | was both relieved and
elated to hear that the banquet went on smoothly, and both
Mr Deng and his wife expressed satisfaction with the food, and
even finished half the bean-paste pancake.

It was after this visit by Mr Deng to Singapore that provided the
fillip for Singaporeans fo take a greater interest towards the
new developments in China. There were general expectations
and high hopes in the mainland’ s reform and opening-up
initiative.

My late father, Mr Lim Kah Ngam, migrated from the
prefecture of Huilai in Chaoshan, Guangdong, to Malaysia in
1927 and later moved on to Singapore. Although he settled
down in Singapore for 40 years and had established himself in
the construction industry as well as starting the Hotel Equatorial
Group in 1969, his business empire extended far beyond
Singapore. Our family still owns the Hotel Equatorial in Kuala
Lumpur, Malacca (of Admiral Cheng Ho’ s fame), Penang
(where Artist Xu Beihong lived and held exhibitions during the
war) in Malaysia and in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. Despite all
these achievements, his emotional ties with the motherland
had remained strong. He looked forward to the day when
China became a prosperous and united nation where the
people all led good lives. Such sentiments were always
expressed by my late father in his conversations at family
gatherings, recalling old fimes in his hometown. We were
greatly influenced by his thoughts and love of the motherland.




| belong to the second generation of the Chinese immigrants.
At that time, Singapore was under British Colonial rule, and
only English Schools were set up. The early pioneer overseas
Chinese who came from different provincial origins would
form associations to cater to the needs of their clansmen such
as the establishment of Chinese schools and hospitals. The
teachers were recruited from China. My husband Leong Kwok
Onn is Fifth Generation overeseas chinese, and like many
others, he was educated in English. | deem it a great blessing
that | was educated in a Chinese school throughout my
school career whereby | was inculcated with the fraditional
Chinese virtues and moral values such as fidelity, piety,
benevolence, love, propriety, justice, integrity and honour.
The text book that | used in school for the learning of the
Chinese language was  “Zhong Hua Wen Xuan” published
by the Zhonghua Book Company. All other subjects were
taught in Chinese and thus | was not only able to master the
Chinese language, but af the same time, acquired
considerable knowledge on Chinese culture, history and
geography. All these account for the deep feelings that |
have developed towards China, and in a way, | could
comprehend my late father’ s aspiration fowards China as
well.

In the 1980s, Singapore was facing an economic downturn,
and many businessmen were looking for investment
opportunities abroad. Under these circumstances, we also
began to make enquiries on the prospect of investing in
China. After my first tour of China in 1978, | went again in 1984
to purchase porcelain and ceramics in Shantou, Chaozhou,
and to open up a Teochew restaurant in Singapore. In 1986, |

went on a sight-seeing tour of the Three Gorges with my friend,

Madam Mun Xianghui. We were told that Senior Minister, Lee
Kuan Yew, had earlier travelled in the same cruise ship as we
were fravelling.

The second uncle of Madam Mun, Zhuang Xiquan, had spent
his early years in Nanyang. He was also one of the founders of
Nanyang Girls” High School in Singapore. His son, Zhuang
Yanling, held the position as Chief of the Overseas Chinese
Affairs Office in Beijing. As it happened, Madam Mun went to
Beijing in 1985 and invested in the Asia-Pacific Building.
Through her intfroduction, | became acquainted with Mr Li
Shanlin of the Li Family Imperial Cuisine fame. His restaurant
was among the first fo be granted “ge fihu” (individual

entrepreneurs) status. Many distinguished political and industry
leaders have dined here including the team of former U.S.
President Bill Clinton who had a meal at the restaurant in June,
1998.

On that occasion, the revered Li, presented a gift to President
Clinton. It was a YiXing Purple tea pot handmade by me and
presented to Li previously. Upon his return to the U.S., the
President wrote to Li to express his appreciation. Two U.S.
Treasury Secretaries have also left mementos in the restaurant
by signing their autograph on Dollar Nofes.

Wang Shangli, the son-in-law of Li, had served as manager of
the Golden Phoenix Restaurant at Olympic Hotel, manage by
Hotel Equatorial in Beijing until 1991. In 1994, Wang invited me
to partner with him to opened the first Beijing Palace
Restaurant, specialising in genuine Beijing cuisine so as to
preserve the culinary culture of old Beijing. The owner of the
Beijing property was the grand nephew of Sun Yat-sen, Sun bi-
sheng. Hotel Equatorial was the operator of the Olympic Hoftel
which was established by my Hong Kong friends in
collaboration with the National Sports Council. In view of my
such involvement, | wrote a letter fo Mr Deng Xiaoping in June
1989 expressing my appreciation and support for his initiative
for “gaige kaifang” (reforms and opening-up). The letter
was sent through Wu Shaozu, the former Chairman of the
National Sports Council. Deng responded via a fax sent to the
Olympic Hotel with four Chinese characters: i iciE”
(aspiration with foresight). An article was written and published
in the monthly bulletin of the National Sports Council regarding
this incident.

In 1987, through the efforts of friends and the late Mr Wu
Chongren, our long-time Advisor in Shanghai, we decided to
invest in the “Shanghai Hotel Equatorial” . True to Shanghai
City’ sreputation as “hai na bai chuan” (the sea takes in
hundreds of rivers), our negotiations for the project proceeded
without a hitch. Within 3 days after negotiations began in
October 1987, we reached an agreement of intent, and
within 21 days an agreementwas signed closing a deal
involving an investment of 60 million U.S. Dollars.

The Chinese folklore on the topic of the “60-year Jia Zi cycle”
is quite interesting. In the early 1930s, Shanghai was a bustling
city and became known as “Little Paris” . It left a legacy of
unique buildings on the Bund (wai tan).

In the mid-1930s, war broke out as a result of the Japanese



invasion info China and Shanghai suffered tremendous set-
back. Between 1949 and 1978, China adopted a closed-door
policy and was completely alienated from the World
Exposition. From 1978, as a result of the “gai ge kai fang”
(reform and opening-up) policy advocated by Deng
Xiaoping, Shanghai was revitalized and thriving. After a 60-
year “JiaZi” cycle, Shanghai has become even more
prosperous than in the 1930s. Consequently, China rejoined
the World Exposition organization in 1982. In the early 1990s,
89-year grand old man, Wang Daohan, first initiated China’ s
bid for the World Expo, and eventually succeeded in 1992.
China became the first developing country to have
succeeded in bidding for the World Expo.

In 1992, a few months prior to Deng Xiaoping’ s tour of the
South, Shanghai Hotel Equatorial duly opened its doors for
business. The opening ceremony was officiated by the ex-
mayor of Shanghai, Wang Daohan, who became my close
friend since then. When the Cross-Strait Wang-Gu talks were
held in Singapore in 1993, | had the privilege to invite Wang to
savour our renowned Taiwanese style “da bing you tiao” (a
variation of pita bread and croissant) at the Hotel Equatorial.
Many friends from China who visited Singapore have all tried
this special breakfast menu at the Hotel Equatorial, including
Huang Zhou, Qi Gong, Wang Geyi, Li Furong, Wu Shaozhu, Wu
Ping, Gu Mu, Gu Xiulian and others. When Wang Daohan
visited Singapore again in 2000, | made private arrangements
for Wang to visit Malaysia. My elder brother, Dato’ Lim Kong
Wai (Chairman of Hotel Equatorial Group) accompanied him
throughout his tour that included Malacca (of Admiral Cheng
Ho' s fame; Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongiji also visited), Kuala
Lumpur and Penang. He stayed at the respective Hotel
Equatorial in each town. At the Penang Hotel Equatorial, he
was given a special treat to taste the king of fruits—— durian.
Wang recalled that he had his first taste of durian when he
accompanied Chou Enlai to the Bandung Conference in
1957

In those days, we had our share of setbacks too. Some of our
investments in other city in China ran into difficulties. Despite
such setbacks, | never lost confidence in China and its market.
In 1997, Qingtao Hotel Equatorial opened for business and was
soon in the shadow of the Asian financial crisis. The impact of
this financial furmoil has also caused some of the Hotel
Equatorial business in China to change hands or terminated.

In 1994, we had invested in the construction of Spottiwoode
Service Apartments in Huashan Road, Shanghai. The project
was stalled for a few years, and was only resumed in 2002. It
began business operations in 2003 but had to face the impact
of SARS. The market only improved from 2005 onwards.

From what | have related above, | can only conclude from
personal experiences that the initiative for reform and
opening-up advanced progressively but steadily. The result
can be seen when the country flourished and headed for
prosperity from 2003 onwards. | take a personal sense of pride,
excitement and admiration at such success and felt deeply
honoured to have the opportunity to witness and be part of
the process of this social innovation in the long history of
China. The success of the 2008 Olympic Games gained the
respect of the world for China. If efforts can be made to
strengthen the provision of software, and advance towards
the building of an elegant society, China will definitely assume
the role as a superpower nation.

| remember the days when Shanghai Hotel Equatorial was
opened for business in 1992. The lightings at the Bund (wai tan)
would only be switched on during Saturdays or VIP visits. And
Nanking Road was lit with dull street lamps. But now things
have changed dramatically —the Bund and Lu Jia Zui are
brightly lit with energy — saving lightings and the area
surrounding the World Expo is so beautifully lit that gives the
feeling of fairyland.

As | gazed at the night scene of Shanghai with its myriad of
lights, reflections of the past flashed through my mind. Thirty
years is only but a short span in the history of a country, but for
me, it represents almost a third of my lifetime. Looking back at
the 1980s, | recalled the days when my daughter Cheryl (I
nicknamed her “precious baby” ) was only a pupil in primary
school. Now she has qualified as an accountant from Australia
and has worked in Beijing in 1997 and 1998. Her husband, Poh
Chee Beng, was her classmate. She returned to Singapore for
the confinement of her first child who was named, Fu
Huaxing. This name is full of meaning as it depicts the great
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. Little Huaxing is now 12
years old, and will be finishing his primary education. My son
Derek was even younger in those days, but now he has grown
up. having completed his national service in Singapore and is
well into his 30s. He travels often to Shanghai and Beijing to
look after the family business.




Shanghai-style (hai pai) culture —— my enlightenment

One matter which is of particular noteworthy is the manner
that culture and art flourished by leaps and bounds since the
reform and opening-up.

| am most fortunate to have the opportunity fo be closely
associated with the arts and culture. For the past several
years, | had the chance to meet some grand masters of the
older generation. Firstly, it was grand master, Huang Zhou, who
visited Singapore in 1986. | served him tea, and he proceeded
to paint an impromptu painfing “Maifreya savouring tea™ .
Similarly, Qi Gong, having savoured the tea that | served,
wrote the Chinese characters “chale” (happy tea) against
a bamboo background. In addition, Qi Gong also composed
a poem and wrote it on my painting “ziteng (Chinese
wistaria)” . This painting was tutored by my master, Huang
Baofang, a brilliant student of Wang Geyi. Later, in
consonance with the poem composed by Qi Gong, a
respected calligrapher, Pan Shou, also wrote a poem of his
own on the same painting. Other grand masters such as
Cheng Shifa, Xie Zhiliu, Tang Yun and many others have also
presented me with their calligraphy and painting works during
their visits to Singapore. | had the privilege of receiving
personal tuition from some of these masters who have since
passed away. | owed them a great gratitude. In 1997, |
exhibited my works at the “1st Shanghai Art Exposition” , and
had participated in several subsequent expositions. In the
same year, | also held my solo oil painting exhibition at the
Shanghai Museum. | was honoured by the presence of Wang
Daohan and Cheng Shifa to officiate the opening ceremony.
This brings to mind the monotonous style of the art works at the
beginning of the reform and opening-up. But now the art
scene is so colourful and lively, it is truly a case of  “let a
hundred flowers bloom” !

Inspired by my personal experiences as mentfioned above, in
1999 on the 20th anniversary of the reform and opening-up, |
painted an oil painting entitled “3 friends in a prosperous
world” using the pine tree, crane and plum flower as the
subject. These denote “friendship, peace and building the
future” (not to be confused with the traditional Chinese
painting —— 3 friends in the cold winter).

Again in 2003, on the 25th anniversary of opening-up, |
painted a large oil painting entitled “Peacock and Peony”
to glorify the success of reform and opening-up that brought
prosperity and harmony to the China and its people.

The two paintings are now still on display at the former
residence of Cai Yuanpei at Jinbao Street, Beijing, where the Li
Family Cuisine Courtyard Restaurant is operating. Two more
paintings with the same fitle “Peacock and Peony” are also
displayed at the Spottiswoode Service Apartments at Huashan
Road, Shanghai.

In the spirit of “hai na bai chuan” (the sea takes in a
hundred rivers), and through the introduction of my friend, Lu
Guogiang, | became acquainted with Mr Wang Dun, the 68th
generation descendant of the celebrated calligrapher, Wang
Xizhi. Mr Wang Dun and | had an interesting discourse on the
art of Chinese calligraphy. He suggested that | practice the
Arabic script in order to improve my calligraphy. Added to
this was the interest shown by an English collector with regard
to my handwriting of an English poem, “Love without end” ,
which appeared at the back of my oil painting “Rose” . This
led me to the fantastic idea of integrating the elements of
Chinese calligraphy into the handwriting of Arabic. | thought
to myself, if we translate Chinese poetry into English and
present such translation to our foreign friends in the form of this
new innovative calligraphy, it will certainly be a more
effective way of promoting Chinese culfure. The Shanghai
Expo was therefore a most appropriate opportunity to
showcase this art form.

When the reform and opening-up was first implemented in
1978, | was in mainland China. In the same year, | also visited
Taiwan. At that time, “Chavyi” (Chinese tea culture) was in
vogue in Taiwan and | took a great interestin “Chavyi” . |
began to indulge in the art of “kungfu tea” , a type of
Chinese tea ceremony, and collecting teapofts (especially the
small red clay teapots). | developed a special method for
brewing “kungfu tea” and described such drinking pleasure
as “chale” (happy tea). | have in my collection calligraphy
works on “chale” written by well-known masters such as:
Wang Daohan, Qi Gong, Tang Yun, Xie Zhiliu, Gobulo Runiji
(younger brother of Puyi’ s wife, Empress Wan Rong). The
signboard of Peking Palace Restaurant was in fact written by
Pujie, brother of Emperor Puyi.

Since 1990, | started to produce handmade Zisha teapots



