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SAM SUI WOMEN - RED HEAD SCARF
A Brief Introduction

at DB = 7K 21 Sk 3 &2

When they left their villages and families in the 1930s, they were filled with sadness and yet full
of hope at the same time. These were the feelings of the women from Sam Sui County (—7K H)
of Guangdong (/7 7X) as they made the life-changing decision to make a living away from their
confined poverty-stricken world in this part of the Pearl River Delta.

They first congregated at the Lu Bao Temple (7 £ifJii) on the banks of the North River (JbiT)
in Sam Sui to offer their prayers and sought the blessings of the ancient deities before boarding
the two-masted junks which were to take them to a totally unknown world. After a 7-day journey,
they arrived at Singapore, which to them is a place with a name that they can hardly pronounce but
promised survival and hope of a better future.

So, from the 1930s a steady flow of these hardy determined women landed in Singapore until
late 1939 when the Japanese occupation of Guangdong temporary stopped this emigration. For
those who reached Singapore, these Sam Sui women very quickly established themselves as an
admirably diligent, reliable and committed workforce in the construction industry. In the sandy dust
of their working environment, they soon made their presence noticeable with a very practical piece
of identity — a distinctive scarlet head dress, cut and trimmed from tough cotton cloth of about a
square metre. Red being the colour of prosperity, and thus the Red Head Scarf (£[.3k 1) was born.
This red head dress together with the black samfoo (2£#Z##%) became their icon and was also their
most reliable protection from the sun and rain, dust and sand, and heat and sweat.

After the return of Peace in 1945, they continued to come to Singapore until 1949 with the
founding of the People’s Republic of China. No clear record of the exact numbers were kept by any
organization nor by the British Colonial administration. But estimates from various sources, though
difficult to verify, gave a figure of around 200,000

For mutual help and companionship, the majority of them stayed
around Upper Chin Chew Street (57.J# 1) in Chinatown. The Singapore
Sam Sui Wui Kun (=/K£x1H), the clan association of the Sam Sui
Cantonese founded in 1886, was the only formal organization to which
they gathered for social functions and celebration of major religious
festivals. All this time, they never forgot their loved ones and families §
in Sam Sui and regularly corresponded with them and continuously
remitted their hard-earned savings home to them. With the re-
development of Chinatown in the late 1970s, they moved to the Housing
Board estate in the Red Hill area. The last surviving few still lives there till
today. The Kwong Wai Siew Peck San Theng (' H{ 2535 111 5%) was where
most of them were buried when they departed and remain till today the ‘
major place where their ashes are interred. Madam Lo Ah Kuai
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The legacy of the Sam Sui Red Head Scarf are many. To
their employers, they were a very hard-working, reliable
and committed workforce. Their labour is silently evident
in monumental buildings all over Singapore, such as
, the Old Supreme Court Building, King Edward VII Hall,
y Alexandra Hospital, Singapore Conference Hall, Mandarin
Hotel and many many others big and small. In spirit, they
_ left for future generations exemplary qualities of their
. thrift, self-reliance and virtue.

Footnote: There is an equally admirable and respected
ety contemporary community of women just like the Sam Sui Red
R R i — - Head Scarf, and this group is from the Hakka community. These

‘; am ;u i;\&/o n;;n?lrc 7193 8‘ - women wear a similarly folded head dress but blue in colour.
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