
On the 8th floor of a building in
New York’s Garment District, Ms
Denise Lee, 33, the owner of fitness
line Alala, sits at her desk on a call
with a supplier.

She smiles, waves and gestures
apologetically that she is just about
to wrap up. The room is filled with
boxes and racks of fitness attire.

“Welcome to Alala,” said Ms Lee,
dressed in a cobalt-blue top from
the Fall 2014 collection, after finish-
ing the call. It has obviously been a
busy day – like most days since she
started her firm at the end of 2012.

Ms Lee, who has spent 14 years
in the US, has always worked in the
fashion industry, first at the market-
ing department of Armani Ex-
change, then as a business associ-
ate at Burch Creative Capital,
whose chief executive Chris Burch
is the former husband of fashion de-
signer Tory Burch. But she always
wanted to start her own business.

The opportunity presented itself

while she was training for her first
triathlon in 2012.

“Triathlons always interested me
and I told myself I was going to do it
before I turned 30,” she said.

She trained five to six days a week
for six months, and was constantly
looking for new workout outfits
that suited her but “nothing had the
mix of style and function” that she
wanted. So after the triathlon, she
decided to take the plunge, quitting
her job at Burch at the end of 2012.

About seven months later in July,
she showed a full line of active wear
to retailers. Her line was picked up
by retailer Bloomingdales and popu-
lar New York fitness club Equinox,
and hit the stores in 2014.

“Bloomingdales had a whole win-
dow of our stuff. It was great to see
your dream and vision take shape,”
said Ms Lee, who is married and
lives in New York.

A-list celebrities such as Ellie
Goulding, Reese Witherspoon and

Naomi Watts have been photo-
graphed in Alala outfits.

“Actually, Reese was wearing
this design,” said Ms Lee, point-
ing to her cobalt-blue top.

The firm is a small three-man
team – there is also a designer and
a brand coordinator – but Ms Lee
revels in the idea that her brand is
taking on bigger, more estab-
lished sports names.

“It has become a really competi-
tive market, but I think we entered
it at the right time,” said Ms Lee,
who added that sales have doubled
from last year. The company will
soon be looking for investors to “tur-
bo-charge the growth”.

Asked if she would ever go back
to working for someone else, Ms
Lee paused before saying: “I think it
would be very hard.

“I enjoy seeing all the parts of the
business coming together... I don’t
think I would have that sort of ac-
cess in a regular job.”

Fresh from the success of his
off-Broadway play Film Chinois,
playwright Damon Chua is already
on to his next project. 

As part of the Public Theatre’s
emerging writers group, he has writ-
ten a new play called Optimism,
about an Asian-American growing
up in the 1960s and working on
Wall Street in the 1980s. 

“These are periods of American
history that fascinate me. I get to
capture the civil rights movement
from the context of an Asian- Amer-
ican and the ’80s with Reagan ris-
ing,” said the Singaporean who
worked on Wall Street as an analyst
for 11/2 years, and was a film execu-
tive before becoming a playwright. 

His projects are lined up all the
way to 2018, he said.

He has been commissioned to
work on an adaptation of Hans
Christian Andersen’s The Nightin-
gale, which will be set in Qing Dy-
nasty China.

Also, Pan Asian Repertory Thea-
tre, which staged his film noir-in-
spired play Film Chinois, is commis-
sioning him to write a prequel,
which will likely be staged in 2017
or 2018.

Mr Chua, 49 and single, plays
down his success in New York.

“Once I give up all my other jobs,
then it is a success,” he said. 

He works as an education consult-
ant, but dedicates most of his time
to his writing.  

“It’s all about the craft. The more
you write, the better you become,”
Mr Chua said.

As with a lot of people, Mr Chua
took a master’s degree in business
administration to change careers,
but instead of getting a more corpo-
rate job, he decided to move in the
direction of something more crea-
tive – the film industry. 

He quit his job as a film executive
in 2007 to focus on writing. 

“Writing was always in me.
Through school, junior college and
national service, I continued to
write,” he said. 

Being in the United States, where
he has lived for 18 years, showed
him there were “various routes you
can take to fulfil your passion”, and
he realised that a person “didn’t
have to measure success in tradi-
tional terms”.

Although his works mainly cater
to an American audience, Mr Chua

is not worried about who his audi-
ence is or if his work is commercial-
ly viable. 

Instead, he writes on topics and
themes he cares about. 

“I write for myself... I don’t sec-
ond guess who my audience is,”
said Mr Chua.

“I may take risks and they may
not pay off, but that is part of the
process,” he added.

She may have lived in the United
States for the past 23 years, but Ms
Wee Hong Ling, 47, says she is al-
ways thinking of ways to give back
to Singapore and is proud to repre-
sent Singapore at international ce-
ramics competitions.

“My sculptural work always focus-
es on home and my longing for
home,” she said, referring to the
tiny ceramic houses which are sig-
nature Wee Hong Ling pieces.

Recent exhibitions here have
played on the theme. In 2013, her
show at the Arts House was titled
Sojourn, while an earlier 2011 exhibi-
tion at Sculpture Square was called
No Place Like Home.

Interestingly, the New York-
based artist said it was the 9/11 terror-
ist attacks which “formed the foun-
dation” of her Singapore identity. 

“I was living in New York and the
first phone call I got after the attack
was from the permanent mission of
Singapore to the United Nations,”
she said. “I felt that my people were
looking out for me.”

With a scientist’s eye for detail,
Ms Wee explains the process of
shaping, glazing and firing clay –
not surprising as the singleton had
been a National Aeronautics and
Space Administration research fel-
low before embracing ceramic art.

Her first brush with clay came in

2000, when her friend arranged for
her to take a class.

“I was awful at it,” she exclaimed,
but it flicked an artistic switch in
her and she was hooked. “It was so
clear to me. I want to rush to the stu-
dio to make work. I never rush to the
lab to turn on computers,” she said.

She plunged into ceramics full
time after completing her PhD in ge-
ography in 2005 and gave herself
five years to see where she could go
with her art, living on money she
had saved as a doctoral student.

In 2006, she won first prize at the
Ceramics Biennial organised by the
New Hampshire Institute of Art. 

“It was very helpful, because my

choice was validated,” she said. 
But it was not always plain sailing.

“In the beginning, I would sell two
pieces a year,” she said, but she
stuck it out. Now, her pieces are
part of the permanent collection of
the National Gallery of Singapore
and the Guangxi National Art Cen-
tre, among others.

Her big project this year is to or-
ganise a Singapore arts festival
called Something to Write Home
About, to showcase Singaporean
creatives based in the US and Singa-
pore. She says it will be her tribute
to SG50.

simlinoi@sph.com.sg

While some Singaporeans
have quietly gone about their
business in the United States, a
few have been known for
breaking into the American
market in their respective
fields.

Mr Tan Chade-Meng, for in-
stance, holds the title of Jolly
Good Fellow at Google and is
the Internet giant’s cultural
ambassador.

Mr Tan, 44, joined Google in
1999 as employee No. 107 – its
first Singaporean – and was
part of the development team
for its mobile search software.

His job now is to “enlighten
minds, open hearts, create
world peace”, according to his
website.

In January, a campaign he
co-chairs called One Billion
Acts Of Peace was nominated
for the 2015 Nobel Peace
Prize, which will be awarded
in October.

A Singaporean who has bro-
ken into US movies is actor Ng
Chin Han, or just Chin Han.

The 45-year-old is perhaps
best known for his role in the
2008 Batman blockbuster
movie The Dark Knight.

He will be seen again on the
big screen next year as part of
the cast of Independence Day:
Resurgence.

Media reports say he will
play the leader of a Chinese
space squadron .

On the topic of summer
blockbusters, Singapore-born
Kevin Kwan definitely knows
a thing or two.

His book, Crazy Rich Asians,
was one of the top summer
reads of 2013 and will soon be
adapted into a feature film by
Ivanhoe Pictures and Color
Force, the producers of The
Hunger Games movies.

The sequel China Rich Girl-
friend, launched last month,
was named one of the six hot-
test sequels by Entertainment
Weekly – putting it in the
same category as Harper Lee’s
Go Set a Watchman.

In Singapore, China Rich
Girlfriend clinched the second
spot on Kinokuniya’s weekly
bestsellers list for fiction as at
June 22.

Melissa Sim

Painted on the exterior of a food
truck, a hungry tiger slurping up
noodles against a bamboo back-
drop would make one think immedi-
ately of Asian-American fare such
as chop suey or General Tso’s
deep-fried chicken.

But a look at the menu shows that
is not what Ms Cheryl Chin’s
DFG Noodles offers. Instead, the
35-year-old is dishing up Singapo-
rean favourites, such as roti prata,
ayam goreng and fried beehoon, for
Austinites in Texas.

There are some slight variations
to cater to American taste buds, of
course. Her ayam goreng has a
sweeter marinade than what is
used in Singapore, while her bee-
hoon is made from a special recipe
she created when she was 16. 

The Singaporean entrepreneur
says starting a noodle place was al-
ways on her bucket list, so she decid-
ed to give it a shot. But not before
she had ticked another item off her
list – acting in a Hollywood movie.

Born in Singapore, Ms Chin
moved to the United States when
she was 13 years old. At 21, she
moved back to Singapore to start an
acting career. She was a finalist in

MediaCorp’s Star Search contest in
2003. After living in Singapore for
four years, she returned to the US to
further her acting career. 

She worked as a marketing con-
sultant while going for auditions,
and was cast in three films, the last
one being 2010 action film Ma-
chete, starring Danny Trejo, Robert
De Niro and Jessica Alba.

She recalled how, at the film’s pre-
miere, realisation hit her hard. “I
was cringing at my own acting... I re-
alised my acting abilities were not
going to get me anywhere in the
US,” said Ms Chin, who is single and
has a four-year-old son. 

After she grew tired of her market-
ing job in 2013, she decided to take
on a new challenge. 

“I really wanted to open a noodle
place and showcase Singapore cui-
sine and I thought, why not, I think
my cooking can pass,” she told
The Sunday Times. 

She raised some of the
US$29,000 (S$39,000) needed to
start her business through a crowd-
funding campaign, used some of
her savings and launched her food
truck in May the same year. 

The first year was gruelling, with

120-hour weeks involving cooking,
cleaning and managing the busi-
ness, she said. But her food caught
on and lines are often seen in front
of her truck. 

She is now running a crowdfund-
ing campaign to raise more money
for DFG Noodles. “I want to expand
the business, maybe get a second
truck or a restaurant,” said Ms Chin,
who has spent 18 years in the US.

Whichever way you look, the walls
of Artist’s Proof, an art gallery in
Georgetown, Washington, DC, are
filled with works with a Singapore
connection – that is exactly how its
owner Peggy Sparks likes it. 

“Singapore is not a bland culture,
there is so much underlying nuance
that we don’t talk about. That’s why
we need to show these artists,” said
the 34-year-old Singaporean, who
has lived in the United States for
the past four years. “It opens anoth-
er window into Singapore.”

When she started out in the indus-
try, her job was to put together art-
ist biographies for galleries. She lat-
er worked in galleries and consul-
tancies in various cities including
Dubai, Shanghai and Singapore be-
fore she settled down in the US and
started her own gallery in Boulder,
Colorado, in the winter of 2011.

 She admits that during that first
bitter winter, she occasionally had
doubts about trying to sell Chinese
ink paintings to Americans.

But with her first sale – a piece by
Singaporean artist Quek Kiat Sing
to an American couple – she felt
that her choice was validated.

“It showed that people want to
see what the world has to offer and
travel the world through painting,”
said the National University of Sin-
gapore linguistics graduate, who
moved her gallery to Washington,
DC in 2013, where she now lives
with her husband. 

She has continued to push the en-
velope, representing artists from
China, France, Indonesia and Viet-
nam, whose styles may not be as fa-
miliar to American art collectors,
but she is clear on her mission.

“I want to tell stories,” she said.
“If I had a whole bunch of Warhol
prints, I might sell a lot more. But
my job is not just to sell paintings.”

This year, she organised a series
of exhibitions featuring artists –
Jean-François Debongnie, Fred
Bergercardi and Quek Kiat Sing –
who either lived in Singapore or are

Singaporean. Through the works,
she tells guests about develop-
ments in Asia and the evolving
styles that have emerged. She also
organises events that allow the art-
ists to interact with collectors and
show them how their work is made.

“Educating the public about
Asian art and Singapore artists is a
big focus because there is a great
story there,” she said.
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MOMENTS IN TIME

I get to capture the
civil rights movement
from the context of
an Asian- American
andthe ’80s with
Reagan rising.

’’PLAYWRIGHTDAMON CHUA, on periods
of American history that fascinate him
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‘I want to tell stories about S’pore’

Three other jolly
good fellows

Singaporeans are finding novel ways to make it in
the US. Watch their stories as told by Straits
Times reporter Melissa Sim at http://str.sg/ELK.

‘Taking risks is part of the process’ Starring in her own food story

The image of bankers,
lawyers and accountants
working in multinationals is
what normally comes to mind
when most people think
about the Singaporean
community in the United
States. Yet, of late, more
Singaporeans are taking the
path less travelled. From
selling ayam goreng and
writing plays to crafting pots,
Singaporeans are finding
novel ways to make it in
America. The Straits Times
US Correspondent
Melissa Sim talks to five of
them about how they got
started and the challenges
they faced in their chosen
fields. 
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I really wanted to open
a noodle place and
showcase Singapore
cuisineand I thought,
why not, I think my
cooking can pass.

’’MSCHERYL CHIN, on whyshe was
confidentabout starting her own business

From Nasa scientist to clay artist

HIDDEN DEPTHS

Singapore isnot a
blandculture, there is
so much underlying
nuancethat we don’t
talk about.
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