
By STACEY CHIA

HE HAS helped more than 3,000
families with funeral arrange-
ments but fourth-generation un-
dertaker Ang Ziqian is undecided
about his own resting place.

The 32-year-old director of
Ang Chin Moh Casket envisions
having his ashes separated into
two parts, half in a diamond and
half scattered at sea.

“But that may well change. In
the future, sending ashes to space
may even be possible,” he said.

Death is a topic that Mr Ang
discusses with ease. His memories
of childhood include accompany-
ing his father, Mr Ang Hong Hin,
on visits to “dark places”.

“We were on our way to Sento-
sa as a family but a phone call
came and, in the end, we made a
trip to the mortuary instead,” said
Mr Ang, who has two younger
brothers. The youngest, Zisheng,
26, has also followed in their fa-
ther’s footsteps.

Their father, now 63, is still in-
volved in the business.

“He always placed other peo-

ple’s grief over our happiness, but
I saw the way families thanked
him after the funeral... and knew
that this was what I wanted to
do,” said Mr Ang.

He started learning the ropes at
13 and took over the reins from
his father at 22.

The public’s attitude towards
his profession has changed some-
what since then, he said. He re-
called talking about his dad’s occu-
pation at school only to be ostra-
cised for years afterwards.

He said people today are more
likely to be curious about the pro-
fession: “They often ask ques-
tions like, ‘Do you see ghosts?’ ”

But the industry still faces an
immense manpower shortage as it
has few young workers.

The median age of his 30 em-
ployees is about 38, which Mr Ang
said is young compared with
those of some rival companies.

“People tend to associate death
and dying with bad luck,” said the
polytechnic graduate, who has a
diploma in mechatronics engineer-
ing.

On average, he said, only one

in five applicants turns up for a
job interview.

A lack of training options here
means that essential funeral ser-
vices such as embalming have to
be carried out by foreigners.

Last week, Mr Ang, whose fu-
neral business is one of the largest
in Singapore, pumped in $1 mil-
lion to launch the ACM Founda-
tion. This aims to reduce the stig-
ma of death, promote innovations

and philanthropy and provide
training for the sector.

“I want funeral directors to
have the same social standing as
bankers and lawyers,” said Mr
Ang.

Believing that unique designs
for caskets, urns or funeral par-
lours can reduce the fear of death,
Mr Ang has also teamed up with
the Lien Foundation to organise in-
ternational design competitions
to transform death care practices.

It is Mr Ang’s latest attempt to
boost the industry’s image.

In 2010, he turned the
run-down Mount Vernon Colum-
barium into Mount Vernon Sanc-
tuary, a funeral parlour offering
modern funeral halls.

Although Mr Ang is far from re-
tirement, he has started looking
for a successor – and may break
away from tradition.

His great-grandfather started
the business in 1912 and it has
been passed down since then.

“We shouldn’t be like the old
Chinese families who will pass the
business down only to a son or
family member,” said Mr Ang,
who is married but has yet to have
children.

“If my children don’t have the
aptitude or attitude, they will ruin
the business.”

As part of his search for a suc-
cessor, Mr Ang is open to taking
in interns. “They need the resolve
to face the reality of dealing with
funerals and grieving families.”
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By MARYAM MOKHTAR

WHILE other teenagers spend
their weekends at the movies or
with friends, Mr Muhd Shahfie
Azhar spends his time training ca-
dets, carrying out neighbourhood
patrols or finding homes of needy
families to paint for free.

The 18-year-old final-year
nursing student at Nanyang Poly-
technic is an active grassroots vol-
unteer with the People’s Associa-
tion who has been involved in
community-related programmes
over the last two years.

“No matter what, I have to do
some kind of volunteer work dur-
ing the weekend or it feels like
something is missing. It’s become

part of my lifestyle,” Mr Shahfie
told The Straits Times.

Last October he set up the
Paint for Hope programme which
aims to give the homes of needy
families a fresh coat of paint to
usher in festivities such as Deepav-
ali and Hari Raya Aidilfitri.

The middle child of security
officers worked with Woodgrove
Community Centre to identify
families that he could help.

Mr Shahfie, a former Si Ling
Secondary School student, then
roped in students from his alma
mater, school mates at his poly-
technic and youth members of
Woodgrove CC to join the
project. Students from other
schools also volunteered.

“I came from a humble back-
ground, too, so I want to help and
give back where I can,” he said.

On June 8, his team of 20 paint-
ers spent the day doing up the
four-room flat of 63-year-old
Sakroni Minwan and his family of
six in Woodlands.

So far more than 60 volunteers
have helped three families enjoy
freshly painted walls. They will
paint another home in October.

“A family member at one of the
houses told me she was really
touched by what we had done.
That made me very happy because
I didn’t think I could do some-
thing for someone like this,” he
said.

Mr Shahfie’s work has changed

the once-introverted teenager.
“After getting involved, he’s a lot
more confident and outspoken
then before, when he used to be
more of the quiet type,” said his
mother Lilies Rahma Jumadi, 36.

Mr Shahfie also spends weekly
sessions at his former secondary
school as a cadet inspector and
volunteers for overseas humanitar-
ian projects, juggling these with
his studies in a bid to inspire oth-
er youngsters.

“My motivation as a leader is
to inspire them. There’s some-
thing about volunteer work that
builds our character and that we
can learn from, so I hope they can
also get involved,” he said.

maryamm@sph.com.sg
Nursing student Muhd Shahfie Azhar, 18, is not your typical teenager. He spends
his weekends helping others through volunteer work. ST PHOTO: DESMOND LIM

Young undertaker seeks to promote
innovation and training in sector

Mr Ang Ziqian, the 32-year-old director of Ang Chin Moh Casket, aims to improve the industry’s image. In 2010, he turned
the run-down Mount Vernon Columbarium into Mount Vernon Sanctuary, a modern funeral parlour. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM

Breathing new life into funeral business

For this teen, weekends are all about giving back
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