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10 Years. A Foreword.

Norman Tan

This is a book 10 years in the making.
It’s also a book that’s 5 years late.

From 2000, I started writing a page every month, until I decided to stop in 2010. A decade seemed like a good
place for a conclusion.

This book was originally slated for a year-end release in 2010, but life got in the way.

As an adman, there is an adage we live by: “The most brilliant idea that isn’t executed, will only remain a
brilliant idea.”

With this conviction in mind, this book is finally in your hands.

In my advertising lifetime, 1997 was a pivotal turning point. That was the year I left the place I called home:
Singapore. It was also the year [ left my beloved agency Leo Burnett, packed my bags and uprooted the family
to become the Executive Creative Director of JWT Taiwan.

The reason back then was fairly simple. After 14 years of advertising in Singapore, I wanted to explore the
world. [ was particularly inclined towards Chinese advertising and often worshipped the advertising greats
coming out of Hong Kong and Taiwan. Moreover, JWT Taiwan possessed 200 employees back then. That
meant the opportunity to make friends with 200 interesting characters. I thought to myself, “why not?*

These past 3 years, I've often felt the blessings of the Heavens, watching over me and helping me make all
the right decisions. Not only did 1 make 200 new friends and colleagues, I integrated seamlessly into the
Taiwanese advertising circle. I received the help and support of predecessors and peers. And together, it made
what was already a thriving career, flourish even further.

How lucky I was! I’ve always felt blessed to have a career coincide with the glory days of Taiwan’s
advertising.

As Chief Creative head, my creative task and deliverables were hardly a walk in the park. During my 3-year
tenure, JWT rose up the industry rankings from 14th spot to the 1st. That accolade alone couldn’t have been
possible without an environment built on mutual trust and shared hardship. It was a tremendous sense of
achievement and satisfaction for me.

Taiwan’s advertising circle is similar to the entertainment and fashion circle: a flurry of constant networking,
colourful cultural exchanges, an environment teeming with passion and warmth. Every advertising agency was
imbued with the spirit of healthy competition. Every Monday, every major newspaper publication in Taiwan
would dedicate a full-colour page to report the goings-on within the advertising industry.

After 3 years, my contract ended and I moved back to Singapore with my family. In part, the decision to return
to Singapore in October 2000 as Executive Creative Director of JWT Singapore, was largely due to the future



of my two precious daughters’ education.

It goes without saying that ['ll always feel the gratitude and indebtedness towards the Taiwanese advertising
circle.

Before I left Taiwan, the chairman of Rock Records, Johnny Duann, asked if I was willing to be a regular
columnist for one of their label’s advertising magazines. Each week, [ would be given a column to fill with a
full-page, 1,000-word article. I agreed immediately, as | have always felt a calling to share my thoughts about
advertising to students and the world. It was also my way of ‘giving back’ to the community.

Prior to that, I already had commitments with two magazines (one fashion, one marketing), as a regular
columnist. In order to avoid missing deadlines as well as having to write another 1,000 words, 1 decided on a
format of using postcards in a bid to be more disruptive and unique. Every week I would send the advertising
magazine a postcard they could publish immediately.

In using postcards, I hoped that I could remind people about the power of physical writing in a digital age.
Moreover, postcards and advertising shared a few similarities: pictures, a message, an audience (To: Who), a
concept.

When I spoke to Johnny about my idea, everything fell into place. The heavens aligned and I started writing.
Before I knew it, /0 Years was born.

Due to Singapore's bilingual education system and my family's Chinese background, I was first schooled in
traditional Chinese. Then our education system underwent a change and I had to switch to simplified Chinese.
I was also an Art Director, not a Copywriter, which would explain why there were typos, inconsistency
between traditional and simplified Chinese, and an overall lack of linguistic finesse in the grammar of the
postcards. (To this day, I'm still not quite sure if I can spot the errors).

When I was discussing my book with the designer Wesley Han (also my best friend), we talked about whether
we should correct the grammatical errors in the postcards. But we quickly decided that we wanted to retain
the original flavour and charm of the writing. Besides, there’s beauty in imperfection, and we felt no need to
conceal too much, In addition, we hired a professional English copywriter to translate each and every postcard,
so that more non-Chinese readers could understand my words and intentions.

As for the linguistic imperfections in the postcards, I seek your understanding and patience.

I hope you’ll enjoy this book.
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Postcards From Yesterday

Chairman, Rock Records Co. Ltd, Publisher, Advertising Magazine
Johnny Duann

Norman. Otherwise affectionately known as Ah Fu to us.

From 2000 to 2010, each month, Ah Fu would faithfully send a postcard to Advertising Magazine. A real
postcard! Except the recipient wasn’t the editor or me, but instead, it was addressed to a fictitious audience.
The magazine was merely a messenger.

For the past 10 years, he sent 120 postcards.

In his book, /0 Years, Ah Fu explains why he sent those postcards. When I read his foreword, it took me back
to 1997 when he’d just arrived in Taipei from Singapore. I remember he was a man of good character, an all-
round creative guy and quite an accomplished name in the advertising industry. In the vibrant and colourful
advertising circle, he was a rising star and very quickly cemented his place as an advertising great.

That year, the Taipei advertising circle wanted to put together an ‘Adman Band.” As Ah Fu was skilled with
the saxophone, he was roped in. | was the Organizing Leader and through our interactions, we gradually
forged a bond.

In 2000, Ah Fu was leaving Taipei to return to Singapore. I took the opportunity and asked if he would be a
regular columnist for Advertising Magazine. He could write about anything, in any way he liked. My only
condition was that it had to be related to the Chinese advertising scene: its creativity and environment. Every
article had to be at least 1,000 words.

Advertising creative people usually aren’t too accommodating when it comes to such favours. Not only did he
not complain, he good-naturedly accepted the assignment. He didn’t know how to say no but at the same time,
was also unwilling to compromise on the quality...and so he came up with the creative idea of using postcards.
One postcard eventually led to 10 years’ worth. Why they stopped eventually, 1 don’t recall anymore.

So it was to my surprise when I learnt about Ah Fu’s intention to compile these postcards into a book. Past
issues of Advertising Magazine no longer exist. Neither do the 3.5-inch floppy disks we once used to store
articles. But Ah Fu managed to keep those postcards alive. What he preserved was a slice of history, not just a
book. And while the past may be hazy, today, they live again in vivid colour.

When you open the book, it’s not just words, but living memories.

Thank you Ah Fu.
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Norman Tan — A Man of Passion

Chairman of APAC and Worldwide Creative Councils, JWT
Lo Sheung Yan

Norman Tan returns home! When [ first got to know him, he was the Creative Boss of JWT Taiwan, while |
was over at JWT Shanghai. The year was 1999 and we were both filled with passion. He left *home” in 2005
and after 9 years of adventures elsewhere, the prodigal son returned to JWT in October 2014.

A week before his return, he came to me with this book and said, “Hey, take a look at my postcards!™

At that moment | thought: how can an art person be more ‘literary’ than us writers? It’s no wonder he’s
constantly surrounded by many followers, especially females and gay guys who fancy him... He’s a tough act
to keep up with! His dedicated column in Advertising Magazine saw him penning articles for a decade — to
say he possesses passion would be simplistic and inadequate, call him dedicated and loyal and it still wouldn’t
justify the man’s fire. It goes without saying that Norman sets a good peer example for me.

As I slowly flipped through the pages, it felt like I was turning back the hands of time. In those pages, |
witnessed Norman’s numerous career moves that spanned Taipei, Singapore, parts of Southeast Asia and
throughout Asia-Pacific. Then he entered Shanghai and started a new chapter with mainland China, eventually
progressing to Greater China.

In those pages, | witnessed the beginnings of every new role in every new market, the ups and downs and the
vicissitudes of advertising life: From the glory days of ambitious success to the beleaguered downturns in
fortune — I experienced every single emotion pouring forth from his words and pictures.

To the reader, this book isn’t just a personal history of one man, but it also documents the role of Chinese
advertising history and the milestones created throughout the rise and fall of Asia-Pacific advertising : From
the glory days of Taiwanese advertising, to Singapore’s dominance as the global and regional hub for many
multinational clients and to the rise of today’s mainland China, outshining and thriving rapidly — how quickly
the world has changed!

If you can re-imagine how advertising was like in those years and relive those days of your career from each
one of Norman’s postcards, it means your own advertising experience is steeped with knowledge, skill and
history. But even if you’re new to the industry or possess an interest in advertising but lack the background
to its history, you can gain some illumination, insight and inspiration from within these pages. Certainly, the
lessons reaped here can be applied not just to advertising alone, but are invaluable to life itself!

I"ve always enjoyed working with Norman simply because he’s constantly bubbling with tireless, positive
energy, going about everything with a smile on his face. Even if we’re commiserating together, complaining
together, shooting the breeze together — he will always be smiling. No matter how much trouble we rack up,
you just don’t feel like you're doing anything wrong around him. It’s a pity I couldn’t collaborate with him on
the postcards, because he was a one-man show: conceptualising, writing, art-directing, executing, right down
to mailing the postcards himself! But to have the honour to pen this humble forward, is enough pride for me.

Today, the world is changing by the minute. Advertising no longer resembles advertising, but has evolved to become
so much more. As we ride the changing tides once more, it is our unwavering passion that keeps us all afloat.
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To: People Who Don't Listen

In advertising, usually after a debrief, dialogue or some form of communication, some people will need work to be done, which
is why some avoid communicating as a way o avoid doing more. Some ‘choose’ their spokesperson. Others talk too much and
mistake ‘talking’ for communication. What's interesting is — the image advertising presents to the world is that they are experts in
communication, when in reality — there's always miscommunication issues internally.
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