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Trading Stories: Conversations With Six Pioneering Tradesmen is an exhibition 

featuring the old trades in Singapore and how these tradesmen have coped 

with the challenges since Singapore achieved nationhood. The exhibition will 

shed light on some of Singapore’s old trades through their personal stories.  
 



About the exhibition 

Some examples of old professions as highlighted in the exhibition: 

Ng Moey Chye – Samsui Woman 
She worked as a manual labourer in construction sites, doing work that machines now 
perform. It has been a hard life, but she remains thankful for the young volunteers who 
are helping her in her old age. 

Murugaian s/o Ratnaswami Asari – Goldsmith 
Of the Achari craftsman caste, he left the South Indian state of Tamil Nadu in the 

1950s when he was 16 years old to find work in Singapore. Then, there were hundreds 
of goldsmiths working in Little India. 

Runtik Binti Murtono – Urut Lady 
She has been massaging and “wrapping” new mothers back to health and 
shapeliness for more than 35 years. A third generation keeper of the secrets of 
traditional Malay confinement practices and medicine, she counts mothers of many 
races amongst her clients. 

This exhibition is a tribute to six pioneer generation Singaporeans who have worked 
through the early days of Singapore and laid down the foundation for the nation’s 
prosperity today. 

Different types of trades were once common in Singapore. Before education 
revolutionised the masses, most Singaporeans worked in various businesses over the 
island. These professions were shared experiences of many of those who are less 
educated, regardless of race and religion. 

Six individual tradesmen, including a traditional goldsmith, a movie poster painter, a 
tukang urut or Malay confinement lady, a Samsui woman, a poultry farmer and a letter 
writer were specially chosen to be showcased. 

In conceptualising this exhibition, NHB dug into “memory bank” on the memories of the 
six people in their various trades, to draw out the working memories that people 
remembered – for the exhibition at the National Museum of Singapore.   

Through their stories from their own perspective, we hope that this exhibition brings back 
fond memories for those that remember these occupations vividly. 

To the younger visitors, who will find these professions unfamiliar, we hope this will be a 
journey of discovery to the different lives that the previous generations have 
experienced. 

Some of these professions do not exist anymore due to technological advancements 
and the younger generation unwilling to take them on.  However, the spirit of innovation 
will always remain crucial to Singapore’s continued progress as we strive to overcome 

our present challenges and attain greater achievements. 



Key Concepts 

 

You can connect Trading Stories to your curriculum using these key concepts. 
They convey the main educational themes of the exhibition.  

The exhibition provides a platform for students to 

appreciate the past when many jobs for the less 

well educated were dependent on skill and 

energy, to understand the changing aspects of 

time and appreciate the importance of memory 

in history. 

 

These professions featured this exhibition are 

relatable to the people that lived through the 

past and present alike. Some of these activities 

have disappeared through the annals of history. 

Students will get an opportunity to appreciate 

Singapore’s early way of life, and provide a 

glimpse of the values of determination that was 

valued, that everyone looked after each other 

like one big family. 

 
Understanding our history would allow a 

better understanding of the past and 

treasure the fruits enjoyed in the present. 
 

Through the understanding of past 

professions through Trading Stories, students 

will be able to infer about the differences in 

the times past and present and understand 

that the previous generation, such as the 

Pioneer Generation, had different life 

experiences.  
 

These stories challenge students to talk to the older generation about the past. 

 

These anecdotes on past professions can also spur conversation topics 

between the old and the young. This will provide teachers with the opportunity 

to integrate knowledge sharing into the lesson to educate students on the 

importance of conversations with the elderly, to understand that many of them 

had very interesting lives too! How about linking it with the present too? There 

has been a greater emphasis in the past few years to preserve old professions! 

Talk about them! 

 



Pre-Exhibition Activities 
  

Come Prepared  

 

Review this guide prior to your visit to the exhibition. You may research for more 

information about Singapore’s past professions and stories to share with your 

students.  

 

Class Discussion  

 

Before you visit the exhibition, let your students know that they will be able to 

learn about life in Singapore’s professions in the past. Read aloud the write up 

that can be found in the “About the Exhibition” page to your students and 

discuss the Key Concepts with your students.  

 

Ask them to write down their thoughts in the Pre-Exhibition Questions space! 

If you wish to discuss more, consider using these questions! 

 
What are some values from the older generation that your parents have 
taught you? 

Do you know of other past Singapore professions that you can share with the 
class? 

Have you heard of any other stories of working life from your parents? Do they 
have unique jobs? If yes, do share with the class! 

 



a   Pre - Visit 

What do you think the Trading Stories Exhibition is about? 

I think it is about 

What do you hope to learn from the exhibition? 

I hope to learn about 

How do you feel about visiting this exhibition? Why? 

Before visiting the exhibition, write down your thoughts here! 

Guess who am I 

and the things I do! 



B  MIX and match 
The trades in the exhibition originate from early Singapore’s history. Some of 

these trades are no longer seen in modern day Singapore, while others have 

changed over time. Match the pictures of the trades on the left to the names on 

the right! 

  

                Trades                                                                  Names 

cobbler 

Rickshaw Puller 

Puppet Maker and 
Seller 

Pushcart Hawker 



C   change 
Below are some occupations of the past. These occupations  have evolved 

over time. Name the new occupations that have replaced the occupations 

from the past. 

                     Past                                                           Present 

-  Services of painters are no longer required. 
Instead, designers will use computer software to 
design and print the posters. 

The people who are involved in the construction 
work are mainly male construction workers who 
will utilise machineries to ease the work load. 

Movie poster painter 

Samsui Women 

Poultry farmers 

High technology farmers working at high tech 
farming such as hydroponics and aeroponics. 
 
Poultry farmers are less common now and we rely 
on technologies to do most of the work. 



D  The six tradesmen 
In the past, many of the trades present were labour intensive trades that 

required a lot of physical work, like that of the Samsui women, Indian 

goldsmiths, movie poster painters and many others.  

Imagine you are a movie 

poster painter, draw your 

version of the Fire on the 

Great Wall Poster in the 

space below! 

What does ‘labour intensive trade’ mean? 
Labour intensive trade refers to jobs which require a lot of work and workers to a produce the goods or 
services 



E  Preserve this! 

Singapore has progressed into a fast-paced and modern country and many 

of these old trades have been replaced by advanced technologies.  

Imagine you are working in the government and you are given the choice to 

preserve one trade shown in this exhibition, which trade would you choose? 

What is the meaning of the word ‘preserve’? 
Preserve means to maintain something in its original or existing state 

The trade I would like to preserve is _____________________________. 

I think this trade is important because… 

If I am working in the government, I will help to preserve this trade by … 



D   word bank 
Pick out 10 new words from the exhibition panel and find out what they mean! 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

  Words   Meaning 



E  Fold This! 

Step 1: Fold the top down by 5cm. 

Step 2: Turn the paper over. Fold both corners in 
to meet at the centre of the paper. 
Step 3: Fold the wings in.   

Step 4: Fold the top to approximately 1/3 way 
down to the bottom of the paper.  

Step 5: Fold in the bottom of the paper. 

Step 6: Bend the bottom flap over the top fold 

Step 7: Staple the bottom flap to the top fold. 

TA-DA… now you have your very own 
Samsui Woman’s hat too!  

Follow the steps below to create your own Samsui Woman’s Hat! 



F  My Reflections 

Good values are learned through life, and 

good character is nurtured through the 

experience that one goes through in life. 

The 6 tradesmen featured in this series of 

exhibition each has their own good virtues 

that we can learn from.  

List down any four values you learnt from this exhibition. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Have you also displayed any of these values in your life? Write down two 

examples where you have shown the values. 

 

Value:__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Example:_______________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Value:__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Example:_______________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 



Post Exhibition Activities 

Encouraging Students to Think! 

Do ask students to think about questions such as: 

- What is the profession that left them with the strongest impression that they

would like to learn more?

- What are the values that they can learn through games and kampong life?

Discuss These Questions with the Students! 

Take some time in class to do either group discussions or as a mass class discussion 

to sum up the thinking concepts! 

1. Why do you think older people like to talk about the past?

2. How similar or different is life today from the past?

3. Do you think the memories of older professions remain important in the lives of
many Singaporeans?

Further Reading 

In addition, you may wish to consider asking students to explore these websites to 

find out more! 

To read up about memories from other Singaporeans about life in the past: 

http://www.singaporememory.sg/ 

To read up about other Singapore’s well remembered places that Singaporeans 

will enjoy:   

http://www.roots.gov.sg/ 

http://www.singaporememory.sg/
http://www.roots.gov.sg/

