
 As our population swells, the concept of a ‘core Singaporean’ is 
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FUNERAL director Ang Ziqian 
said he got into the business to 
take care of the living. 

“It is after that... I can take care of the 
dead – with care, compassion and dig-
nity,” said the 32-year-old. 

He said with a fast-ageing popula-
tion in Singapore, these aspects must 
be well taken care of.

Mr Ang, a fourth-generation  funeral 
director at Ang Chin Moh Caskets,  has 
taken the industry further by renting, 
refurbishing and rebranding the old 
Mount Vernon columbarium into the 
Mount Vernon Sanctuary in 2010. 

The project was a huge gamble, giv-
en the location’s short lease of five 
years, the $30,000 monthly rent  and the 
run-down state of the columbarium.  

The renovation alone cost about 
$700,000. 

But he is doing it not only “to help 
keep my family’s legacy” but also to 
provide a service to Singaporeans. 

“The funeral service is an essential 
that must always continue no matter 
what. I read online that when the haze 
got bad, people were asking for a stop-
work order from the Government. 

“Like the public transport industry, 
the funeral industry cannot stop work,” 
he said.

His great-grandfather, Mr Ang See 
Kah, started Ang Chin Moh Casket in 
1912, catering to Buddhists and Taoists.

It had its humble beginnings at a 
small unit at old Liang Siah Street  and 
has since expanded and relocated to 
Geylang Bahru. 

Mr Ang’s father, Mr Ang Hong Hin, 

63, added Western Casket in 2000 for 
Christians.   

“I chose to be in this business partly 
because I want to help my father. He 
often puts the grief of others  before his 
own happiness. I also hope that by tak-
ing over, my parents would at least go 
on holidays together,” he said.

Mr Ang started learning the ropes 
from his father at 13  and was only 22  
when he took the reins of Ang Chin 
Moh Casket from him, making him the 
youngest funeral director. 

He has handed the running of Ang 
Chin Moh to his youngest brother, 
26-year-old Zisheng, while he concen-
trates on Mount Vernon Sanctuary. 

Stigma
Being around the business for al-

most 20 years, he said he could see the 
attitude towards death and the funeral 
business changing. 

“People now are better educated and 
more tech-savvy and the myths of 
death and the funeral industry are 
slowly dispelling,” he said. 

In the past, blurting out that he was a 
funeral director at social dinners was a 
“conversation killer”. 

“Now, many young people are view-
ing death as a loss, (and are) not ‘pan-
tang’ (Malay for superstitious). I feel 
very encouraged by this change in atti-
tude,” he said, saying that fresh gradu-
ates have applied to work at his com-
pany. 

But he admitted that the older folks 
are still superstitious. 

“One young guy came up to me, just 
after three days of joining, to say his 
mother was not pleased with his choice 

of career and he would have to leave,” 
Mr Ang  said. 

So, in an effort to remove the stigma 
attached to the funeral industry, pro-
mote innovations and philanthropy 
and provide training for the sector, Mr 
Ang has set up and pumped $1 million  
into the ACM Foundation, aimed at 
raising the industry’s profile. 

Over the next five years, the founda-
tion will work with educational insti-
tutes to set up a bereavement academy 
offering degree courses in death care.

 Mr Ang, a Nanyang Polytechnic 
graduate with a diploma in mechatron-
ics engineering, introduced his skills to 
his business.

“For instance we used the church 
trolley to help lift the casket to a certain 
height before the pallbearers take over. 
This is to help staff who are mostly in 
their 50s and 60s, as lifting could put a 
strain on their back and spine,” he said. 

Mr Ang added that he is pleased that 
some young Singaporeans even want to 
dictate the way they want their physical 
bodies to be disposed of. 

An indication of this was at the re-
cent Design For Death competition, a 
world’s first held to re-imagine death 
care for the future.

Organised by the Lien and ACM 
foundations, with the world’s largest 
funeral service association, the Na-
tional Funeral Directors Association, 
participants came up with innovative 
ideas.

These included a micro airship de-
signed to transform ashes into rain or 
“leaving” in a mushroom suit, where 
the body is broken down naturally by 
mushrooms. 

“Life and death should not be sepa-
rated. Where people chose to be buried 
should also be made into a public park 
for the living to enjoy life and enjoy be-
ing with the memory of the loved ones 
buried there,” he said.

If you feel you are uniquely Singaporean 
or you think you know someone who is, 
e-mail tnp@sph.com.sg and share your 
story with us.

What qualities do you have that make you  
Singaporean?
I am bilingual and I am also hardworking. 
Singaporeans are always “pak piah” 
(Hokkien for hard working). 
 
How would you describe Singapore to 
a foreigner?
Singapore is clean and safe. Very safe. 
 
What are some of the quirks you notice 
about Singaporeans?
I would say Singaporeans love to rush. They 
would rush to wait and wait to rush – this 
is an NS (National Service)-coined phrase. 

Very “kancheong” (Cantonese for anxious). 
Take the recent haze, for instance, people 
rushing to queue up to buy the N95 masks.
 
What is the food that you miss the most 
when you are overseas?
Almost all the Singapore foods. Usually by 
the third or fourth day abroad, I would start 
missing my bak kut teh (pork rib soup), lor 
mee (braised noodles) and curry chicken 
and bread. 
 
What is your favourite Singlish word 
or phrase?
“Paiseh” (Hokkien for embarrassed). 

He cares for 
the grieving
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