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MESSAGE FROM MINDS PRESIDENT

There were several reasons for the setting up of MINDS. One compelling reason is that in our aspiration 
to be competitive in world trade, we need to catch up not only with science and technology but also to 
be creative and inventive. It is obvious that our system of education needs to provide some space for 

students to have time to think, to have personal opinions and to be creative.

One case in point is that during the anti-palm oil campaign launched by the American Soybean Association 
(ASA) in 1986, a leading Malaysian nutritionist agreed with the ASA’s  point of view without any critical 
evaluation although the individual possessed a Ph.D from Australia and a post-doctoral experience in London. 
I take this case as the result of our early education inspite of further education that is we do not think but 
accept directive and opinion from perceived higher authority even though in this case an interested American 
commercial interest.

Another incident which led me to the idea of MINDS took place in USM. I co-authored a book entitled “The 
Chemistry of Free Radicals” published by Edward Arnold, London. I proudly handed it to the Vice-Chancellor 
of USM and he retorted “Augustine, Don’t waste your time! Do something useful for our country”. That 
remark changed my direction of research which led to the discovery of a novel method of fractionation of 
palm oil and earned a patent from the British patent office.

I then decided after deliberating on the happenings described above, that an association should be formed 
to encourage inventive activities among Malaysians of all ages with the slogan: MINDS Forever. Following 
the establishment of MINDS in 1987, it was decided that an annual exhibition should be organized starting 
in 1989, as a platform for inventors to showcase their novel ideas. The number of inventions grew from the 
initial 50 to 1,000 for the last 7 years, dropping to 500 only in 2020 due to the pandemic. The membership 
of MINDS exceeds 2020 (a figure promised to our Patron: Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamed). The figure has now 
reached 2261. This is a brief account of the progress of MINDS.

Creativity is important to individuals for self-actualisation and to the nation and mankind for knowledge, 
enlightenment and advances. Our civilization advances via creative works, discoveries and innovations.

We should promote the two cultures – the sciences and the humanities as proposed by Baron C P Snow to 
make us more rounded and holistic.

Academician Tan Sri Emeritus Professor Datuk Dr Augustine S H Ong
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EDITOR’S NOTE

The world rejoiced when CERN’s Large Hadron Collider finally observed the Higgs boson in 2012, the 
elusive particle fundamental to the understanding of how our universe works. In 2016 LIGO detected 
gravitational waves, feeble ripples in spacetime almost a century after Albert Einstein predicted its 

existence. The quest for nature’s secret has never been more exciting.

The Human Genome Project remains one of the largest collaboration of the scientific community with the 
primary purpose of mapping all the genes of the human genome. When the mapping was finally completed 
in 2003, various possibilities including gene editing were rigorously pursued.

Whether it is physics or biology the focus has always been towards the fundamental answers that still elude 
us until today. Max Planck, who first proposed the idea of energy packets which gave birth to the Quantum 
Revolution or the collaboration of James Watson and Francis Crick who discovered the DNA Double Helix 
shared some common traits. They were revolutionary in their thinking, dare to challenge the established 
rules and passionate about their ideas. These are some of the fundamental traits of creativity.

Creativity is everywhere. Pablo Picasso experimented and inspired Cubist artwork, an approach where the 
object is never painted using a single viewpoint. The representation of the object is depicted in a multitude of 
viewpoints in the most creative manner. His boldness to explore new terrain and diverge from conventional 
path speaks volume of his boundless imagination.

Einstein’s laboratory is his mind where thought experiments are visualized with phenomenal clarity. To him, 
logic will take you from point A to B but imagination can take you everywhere. He unlocked the secrets of 
the universe with his penchant for curiosity and an exceptionally creative mind. Yet he was an accomplished 
violin player as the music of Mozart helped him to stay focused and relaxed. It was his playing of the violin 
while working on a classroom experiment at Zurich Polytechnic that distracted Mileva Maric to confront him.

Music does have a role in love.

All of us are made of quarks and leptons. In fact everything is made of quarks and leptons. What distinctively 
differentiate us are primarily our thoughts and emotions. Diversity in our thinking ensures a passionate 
debate about almost everything that we hold dear to. Celebration of diversity is the key to a progressive 
nation. It is only when we agree to disagree we will be able to forge a more productive path whether it is in 
science, literature or arts.

The Special Edition celebrates creativity in its most fundamental way. Whether we are scientists, doctors, 
poets, musicians, dancers, artists, photographers or entrepreneurs we are fundamentally the same. We 
strive for a better world and we let our boundless creativity lead the way for a better tomorrow.

Tan Bok Hooi
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Academician Tan Sri Emeritus Professor Datuk Dr Augustine S H Ong, president of MINDS shares his insights on his proudest 
moments and his most memorable days during his research years.  Born in Malacca, he was a recipient of 2012 Merdeka Award 
and a leading figure in the palm oil industry.
Please describe your most memorable experience that you are 
always proud of as a young boy and how does it shape your views 
of life itself

At the age of seven during WWII, I organised a long march for a 
number of young mothers through a rubber plantation to a remote 
village settlement of farmers deep in the jungle in Alor Gajah so that 
they would be safe from soldiers. Indeed they were safe during the 
Japanese occupation and I assisted with food supplies to complement 
what the farmers provided. I am proud of this achievement at the 
tender age of seven. This incident gave me confidence that nothing 
is impossible if one tries.

What is your role model during your postgraduate days and how 
does the role model help to inspire you to greater heights in 
research excellence?

After graduating from University of Malaya (UM) in Singapore with 
B.Sc (Hons) with First Class and M.Sc. in Chemistry, I was accepted by 
UM in Kuala Lumpur as an assistant lecturer in 1959. Realising that I 
need to gain more experience by obtaining a Ph.D and post-doctorial 
appointment, I applied to study in King’s College London under the 
supervision of Professor D. H. Hay, an eminent pioneer in free radical 
chemistry. My immediate supervisor was Dr J.I.G Cadogan, a brilliant 
organic chemist. My experience and interaction with these pioneers 
inspired me to pursue discovering scientific truths.

During the palm oil war with the Americans how do you convince 
yourself that it’s a challenge that you are willing to embrace and 
triumph against all odds?

I was appointed to lead a team to counter the anti-palm oil campaign 
initiated by the American Soybean Association, one month after 
my appointment as Director-General of Palm Oil Research Institute 
of Malaysia (PORIM) in February 1987. It was a very challenging 
situation. I decided to accept this difficult responsibility while at the 
same time giving my best efforts to lead an international research 
institute. I decided to counter the campaign based on scientific 
evidence obtained by good research.

Please describe the most poignant academic collaboration that you 
are proud of and the lessons you learned from this experience.

This occured during the early stage of my Ph.D work. My supervisor 
proposed a novel cyclisation reaction based on thermodynamic 
rationale. I designed my experiment to substantiate the idea. 

However, the results proved to be a surprise. Instead of a six-member 
ring, a five-member ring compound was formed. I had to convey the 
unexpected results to my supervisor and he was very upset and left 
the laboratory. However, after five minutes of agonising moments, he 
returned and thanked me for telling him the truth and accepted my 
findings. This sequence of events made a deep impression on me and 
inspired me to pursue research for more discoveries.

For a better tomorrow

What are the three most important traits that you feel is necessary 
to leapfrog the rest to produce phenomenal results In the area of 
research?

a. To have an open mind with a strong foundation of fundamental 
principles of your discipline
b. To have absolute integrity in your observation and interpretation of 
experimental evidence
c. To have commitment and vision of your endeavours

What do you think is your most important contribution in the palm oil 
research that changes the way how the world perceives us as a nation?

My contribution to the research and development of the chemistry 
and technology of palm oil and its significant role in advocating and 
promoting the Malaysian palm oil industry to the world. Further, my work 
continued to establish palm olein to be comparable to virgin olive oil in 
terms of their effects on LDL levels in human blood. This observation can 
be rationalised by my sn-2 hypothesis, which is the nature of fatty acid 
at the middle position of triglycerides (sn-2) determines the nutrition 
properties of oils and fats. The mindset of majority of people in the 
world on saturated fat is incomplete. It is not the overall saturation that 
matters but the saturation/unsaturation of fatty acid at the sn-2 (middle) 
of triglyceride which determines the level of LDL cholesterol.

If there is one thing that you can change in this world what would that 
be? Why?

Optimizing the potential of the tropical region of the world for food 
production would be my answer. This has been illustrated by the oil palm 
in producing good and healthy edible oil to meet the calorie need of 
the world population at affordable prices especially in the developing 
countries.

What is your most important possession and how does it influence 
your philosophy of life?

My most important possession is mens sana in corpore sano meaning a 
healthy mind in a healthy body. With this condition, one can concentrate 
on producing novel ideas which can contribute to society.

MINDS Special Edition 4   
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The world has become so connected now with the rapid 
advancement of technology. Yet technology has made many of 
us feel so disconnected simply because the warmth of human 
interaction is lost as efficiency takes centre stage. What should we 
do to find that magical feeling again yet do not lose sight of the 
bigger picture?

In my own field of medicine, the quality of human interaction is 
critical in helping patients and their families. Technology products 
can assist doctors to make routine, repetitive and administrative 
work more efficient and leave more time for doctors to listen, talk, 
advise their patients. 

Innovation has pushed the frontiers of robotics beyond our wildest 
dreams but robots generally cannot display empathy or collaborate, 
two major personality traits observable in humans. How can we 
cultivate these traits in undergraduates so that they blossom well 
with the progress of time? 

Data Analytics, AI, robots and digital health will play increasingly 
important roles to assist the doctor and other health professionals 
in delivering health services in systems that will be radically 
transformed. Patient-centredness, patient engagement and 
involvement in their own health and care, self-help, self-service and 
self-care will be features of this system. Doctors play numerous roles 
as doctor, advisor, coach, patient-advocate, etc.
Understanding this will result in making relevant changes to the way 
doctors and health professionals are educated. 

Education is about finding balance so that even when we rigorously 
pursue our dreams in a specific field our values are held intact and 
never compromised. What is the most effective way for children to 
understand the sacred idea of balance in life? 

Children are affected by their environment and this experiential 
aspect of their learning influences their development. The family, 
community attitude towards values such as the dignity of work, 
respect for others, sharing, respect for the environment, social 
justice, and attitudes towards leisure activities shape their outlook 
in life.

Creativity is a faceless entity that can change the world however 
it’s greatly undervalued even in the corporate sector. Is there a way 
where we can encourage the young working adults to embrace 
creativity which is the cornerstone of innovation?  

The young should be allowed to be curious, and explore new things 
and look at new ways of doing things. 
A tolerant attitude by families, and flexibility in the education system 
can help. Companies can consider and reward proposals that can 
result in new and different solutions.

If you are able to travel to the past to meet younger self, what 
would be the most important advice?

To be bolder in social interactions, and learn more quickly from 
human interactions.

What’s the one book that has the greatest impact in your life and how 
did it influence your perception of life? 

No one book that really influenced me. At age eleven my father gave me 
books on important figures in the history of medicine to read. He also 
had the complete works of Somerset Maugham, who was an emotionally 
tortured doctor. After reading all this, I then decided to become a doctor.

If you are given a time machine where would you consider as your first 
destination and the reasons for your choice.

I can envisage the health system of the future. I would travel to Malaysia 
in 2050, to see the extent the future health system is being implemented.

In the challenging world of today grappling with chaos due to 
the rampaging pandemic what are the three values that we must 
continuously uphold for a better tomorrow? 

i. Honesty, Integrity, Transparency
ii. Humility, gratitude, respect for others, respect for the environment.
iii. Thirst for learning, competitive spirit, the will to succeed.

Tan Sri Dato’ Dr Abu Bakar Suleiman, is the Chairman of International Medical University. He was the Director General of 
Ministry of Health until 2001. The first nephrologist in the Ministry of Health Malaysia, Tan Sri Dato’ Dr Abu Bakar Suleiman 
shares his wisdom on myriads of interesting topics.

Pushing the boundaries

photo credit International Medical University



MINDS Special Edition 6  

At which point in time did you realise that your passion is dancing 
and how did you continue to cultivate that passion against a 
challenging environment?

I was artistically inclined since I could remember and have always 
danced, sang and painted as a child. As an eight year old, I was a 
salaried compere in a children radio series for Radio Malaysia where 
I sang sya’ir and children songs. I remembered the late Alfonso 
Suliano playing the piano for me.  I had to suppress my artistic talent 
when I studied at the Royal Military College during my teen years.  
Later, when I was in Perth (Australia) for my matriculation, I saw a 
performance of the Ballet Phillipines which featured many good 
male dancers. I was inspired and decided to enrol in modern and 
ballet classes.  My development as a dancer was meteoric. Soon, 
I was able to dance in several professional productions including 
performing for the West Australian Ballet Company. There were 
less male dancers available then even in Australia. From then on I 
followed my passion and regarded dancing as a privilege I must 
treasure.  There was not much prejudice to male dancing in Australia 
and I was able to develop from strength to strength and continued to 
thrive and develop confidence as a dancer and artist.

Most of us have different role models at different stages of our 
lives due to our changing needs and environmental influence. 
Please share two of your most important role models and how they 
influence your perception in life? 

I really don’t have any role models whom I strictly follow. However, 
I admire a number of people who are endowed with very special 
talent or gift. They are usually someone I know personally and not 
just a figure from the past or someone who I admire from a distance.  
They are mainly from the artistic profession such as composers, 
writers, scholars or even dancers. I usually check out their 
works, listen to their music, read about them or request them to 
recommend two or three books I should read. And of course, there 
are the monumental figures such as Picasso, Nijinsky, Leornado da 
Vinci, Buckminster Fuller and others who one reads but are beyond 
the pale of one’s reach. But I don’t hero-worship and generally I am 
not overly awestruck by accomplishments of, nor intimidated by, 
famous people. 

If you are able to choose all over again would you contemplate 
venturing into another creative field and the reasons for your 
choice? 

I would probably not do engineering but would venture into other 
artistic fields which I love like architecture, painting, music or even 
anthropology. I have more affinity with these fields and would 
have enjoyed the discovery and developed much more if I were to 
spend more time delving into these subjects. Instead, I feel I had 
unnecessarily wasted time solving differential equations when I 
studied engineering!

Sutra Foundation is known as a fertile ground for developing the 
young generations of dancers to conquer the world. What are the 
core values which made Sutra Foundation so successful in this area?

We have an effective teaching methodology which we have 
developed over the years. I am a comprehensivist who have the 
fortune of being both a modernist and traditionalist - one who is 
steeped in both modern and traditional art traditions. I was taught 
by some of the best teachers in ballet and modern dance and have 

developments as a teacher. I was also fortunate to be taught by great 
masters in the Indian classical dance tradition. Simultaneously, I have 
improved and added on to what I had learnt and have conceived an 
effective and comprehensive teaching approach for my dancers. It was 
not by accident that Sutra has produced so many good dancers over these 
years. I believe that talent is everywhere but talent must be developed 
and exposed to the right method and discipline. Having said that, I have 
too little time left at my disposal, after looking at these technical aspects 
of grooming dancers, to simultaneously inculcate in them with also the 
essential core values of being a human being of integrity. However, the 
latter is of utmost importance in this detached and specialised day and 
age of digital technologies and artificial intelligence.

The current pandemic has made it difficult for many parties including 
artistes who are used to perform in front of cheering audience. If the 
situation persists what are your plans in facing this unprecedented 
chaos? 

Sutra Foundation together with Masakini and Surprise Ventures have 
spearheaded Malaysia’s first virtual arts festival called Gerak Angin 
which took on 17 performances of several genres. I was artistic director 
of 13 performances of the Music and Dance genres. 
Sutra Foundation’s Embrace series which we launched during the 
pandemic delved into our archives and narrated stunning stories of 
what we had previously done pertaining to many interesting issues and 
subjects from Orang Asli, to Sutra Dance Outreach Program, to Male 
Dance etc. 

So, we’ve done our bit where online performances are concerned. But 
having executed this, I think the online encounters are poor substitute 
for the real thing – the physical dance-theatre experience is really 
the ultimate and the online is but a shadow of this reality. Surely, the 
lockdown cannot persist much longer as there is a larger looming 
tsunami of economic meltdown if we don’t start opening up soon. We 
are counting that Malaysia and the world, for that matter, need to decide 
real soon  on the ideal vaccine for the pandemic as we may not be able 

Datuk Ramli Ibrahim, Malaysia’s most recognisable cultural icon in Indian classical dance was conferred with the Padma Shri in 
2018, one of India’s highest civilian award for his contribution to Bharatanatyam and Odissi in a career that spanned more than 
forty years. He tells us candidly about his perspective in life.

Making a difference
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You have been a teacher to countless students for so many years. 
What do you think are the fundamental differences between the 
students of today and yesterday? 

I am critical of today’s students and share my observation with 
my colleagues that present day students are generally weaker - 
physically, emotionally and spiritually than those of yesterday.  
Definitely, they are less strong in their resolve to submit themselves 
to the arduous discipline of mastering the classical dance tradition 
like bharatanatyam or odissi. There is an expectation of entitlement 
– present day students generally seemed prone to expect that they 
are entitled to and deserve the accolade or success even though they 
are not working anywhere as hard as those of yesterday.  For most 
present day students, generally they presume some other thing is not 
right if they don’t succeed, that the fault may not be with them.  And 
then, if they don’t succeed the first time, they would give up rather 
easily and do not feel the need to continue trying and to work harder. 
I find parents are partly to be blamed as children are given and can get 
most things without having to work overly hard for them. As a result, 
youths do not learn to value the things which used to be difficult for 
us to possess during our times. Some make the assumption that they 
are entitled to knowledge without even working for it. For dance, this 
is downright impossible!
Simultaneously, the present environment conspires for children to 
expect instant gratification and they are simply not willing to put that 
extra effort, nor have the stamina to succeed.

What are the challenges a dancer must face in the quest for 
international stardom based on your own experience? 

One has to have talent and work hard to develop the talent. For talent 
to develop in the right direction one has to have the right teachers 
and financial support. Then, one has to have the tutelage of the right 
institution to continue developing the skill at the highest level of 
expertise and exposure. Ultimately, a dancer has to be discovered not 
just by the teacher but also spotted by a choreographer who then 
features her/him in a special work which will be noticed by the public. 
One then has to sustain a series of successes. A successful dancer is 
expected to garner one success after another over many years and 
preferably reviewed consistently and declared a star by an established 
critic.  Basically, one has to be very, very lucky to be able to maintain 
one’s position of stardom at the top in the international arena.
 

Please share your words of wisdom to budding young dancers who 
intend to make it big in the international platform

Forget about unreasonable and ambitious plans to make it big in the 
international platform. I would advise them to be sincere and just work 
hard, concentrate and focus on your talent. You should feel privileged 
to be able to explore this gift of talent. Be thankful and appreciative of 
those who are helping and supporting you to fulfil your raison d’etre. 
Accept providence and pray that the universe will take care of your 
destiny! 

photo credit Iqbal Singh Saggu
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Why did you choose to focus in Chemistry instead of other Science 
subject when you decided to pursue your postgraduate degree?

For as long as I can recall, I have been fascinated by this subject. 
Chemistry is not confined to beakers and test-tubes but permeates 
every facet of our lives. Our five senses - sight, smell, hearing, taste 
and touch depend on an intricate series of chemical reactions. 
Chemical components are the building blocks that shape the world 
we live in. Chemistry is a core science that feeds practically all the 
other sciences. I was keen to be at the cutting edge of knowledge 
and thus pursued my postgraduate study in this important field. 
I was especially drawn to the chemistry of palm oil and aspired to 
contribute to new discoveries in this area.

What do you consider your most satisfying achievement when it 
comes to your field of research?

My most satisfying achievement was witnessing several of my 
innovations in green technology move from the bench to the local 
and global marketplace. It is green technology that stimulates 
sustainable development. I am proud to have played a modest role in 
contributing to the sustainability of the palm oil industry and national 
economy through the development of green technologies including 
palm biodiesel as a renewable source of energy and carotene-rich 
red palm oil as a good source of vitamin A.  A crowning moment was 
winning the Merdeka Award in recognition of my contribution to the 
development of novel, efficient and green processes for the palm-
based industry.
 
Who comes to your mind first when you found out that you 
were awarded the 2014 Merdeka Award for Health, Science and 
Technology? And why? 

Without hesitation, my MOTHER. She was my greatest role model 
and source of inspiration. She almost single-handedly raised me and 
my 10 other siblings as we lost our father at a young age. She placed 
great emphasis on education, and believed that education was the 
gateway to success and greatness. Her determination, farsightedness 
and sacrifices, belief in what was right, and endurance, have had a 
lifelong impression and influence on me. I owe my success to her. 

If given a chance to do your postgraduate degree again would you 
choose a different route? 

I would choose the same route. The alarm on climate change has 
been sounding louder and louder, and the oil palm industry has had 
to continue to navigate increasing challenges especially related to 
sustainability.  

However, the last decade has seen an explosion of technological 
advances. Machine learning, artificial intelligence, more powerful data 
analysis techniques and sophisticated equipment could be leveraged 
in the field of palm oil chemistry. These would provide exciting 
opportunities to break new ground in the same field.

Getting the youth of today to be keen on science is a mammoth task. 
What would you say to a young boy who is unsure why he should adopt 
science in secondary school? 

I would explain how fun science can be and how it plays a role in 
every facet of our lives. Almost without exception, all young boys 
have a fascination for cars, planes, mobile phones, and video games. I 
will connect these to science and explain how such devices were only 
possible because of scientific discovery, and how science students have 
shaped the world. Children are naturally curious, wanting to know 
how things work, and about the world around them. I will explain that 
science is such an interesting subject that holds the answers to most 
of the world’s mysteries. I would also emphasise the fact that studying 
science is not an end point but rather an important tool for a continuous 
journey. It would give an important foundation for pursuing any subject 
later, be it Arts or Science.

If you can be transformed into anyone who might that be and the 
primary reason behind your choice? 

I believe everyone is born different and has a unique role to play and 
contribute to the world. I would not like to be transformed into someone 
else as I am happy and grateful for who and what I am - a person who 
has had the opportunity to pursue an education, a rewarding career and 
a chance to serve the community. I am proud to have broken the glass 
ceiling and serve as a role model to women and young girls and show 
that with the right attitude and passion the sky is the limit. While I take 
pride in who I am, I acknowledge that one should never stop learning, 
growing and making new discoveries. Contentment should not lead to 
complacency. I continue to set new goals for my self-improvement.

Datuk Dr Choo Yuen May is a recipient of the prestigious 2014 Merdeka Award for her outstanding contribution in the palm-
based industry. She sheds light on her philosophy of life and her journey as a scientist with remarkable insights. 

Research during my days in University of Waikato, 
New Zealand (1978)

Journey into the unknown
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What is the single most important lesson during your university 
days? Please elaborate how the lesson has influenced you in 
charting your career. 

I came from a grassroots family. In order to succeed and to get to 
where I wanted to be I had to work part-time while I studied.  But I 
was determined to succeed and I was undeterred by the hard work 
and the long hours. The one thing that stuck to me till today was that 
I needed to do whatever it took to succeed.
I strongly believe that in life you’ve just got to work very hard. There 
are no short cuts.
My first job was as a computer programmer in a large IT company but 
I wanted to do more. So I decided to study for my Masters in Business 
Administration in the evenings. It wasn’t easy but I knew I had to do 
it. Of course I was younger and had a lot of energy back then.

You graduated in a specific field of interests however ended up 
building a very successful career unrelated to your field of study.
Please share the three most important attributes an individual 
must possess as they climb the corporate ladder and why. 

i. A good understanding of your personal interests and competencies 
is one of the most important things one must have in order to have 
a successful career. Pretty early on, I realised that I’m better at 
consulting and solving business problems than I am at programming, 
so I made the shift.

ii. Open mindedness: Being open to new opportunities, even if it’s 
beyond your current scope can bring success. I made a conscious 
decision to move from IT programming to IT consulting. After that I 
ventured into management consulting which was a whole new area 
for me. The experience became valuable later and opened doors to 
corporate strategy and management. This would never have been 
available if I had stayed on in IT.

iii. Mentors: Having mentors whom you trust and able to get 
honest career advice is invaluable. I relied on a handful of mentors 
throughout my career and I must say that their guidance and 
coaching made a big difference in my life and career.

If you were hypothetically allowed to travel in space which planet 
or galaxy would you like to visit first and the reasons for your 
answers?

I want to live like Mark Watney on Mars and grow my own potatoes 
but only for 30 days. Then I want to come home.

As we progress with time, our needs and priorities might change. 
What is important yesterday might be irrelevant today. How do 
your priorities change over the last decade?

My family drives most of my priorities now. I have even given up my 
PR in Australia. I needed to commit to one country, and my wife and 
I decided we want to be in Malaysia.
Job security is also important to me. Compared to my consulting 
days when I would be living off my luggage and jet setting across the 
region all I want now is to go home to my family every night. I also 
prefer a more stable job with a nice comfortable office and friendly 
colleagues whom I get to see daily.  

If you were able to return to the time when you are seven years old, 
what is your most important advice to this young boy?

Work very hard now, get into a good university, so you won’t have to 
strive so hard or sacrifice so much, to succeed.

Datuk Thomas Leong, Sime Darby Berhad’s Group Strategy Officer is a firm believer that hard work does indeed make a 
difference. He candidly shares his thoughts about the path to success. 

The universe is the limit
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Growing up in Ipoh, you are the eighth out of nine children in your 
family. How does that shape your character?

Being the No 8 child definitely has it’s advantages. Despite being a 
migrant from China my dad was going through his challenging years 
and was just inches away from making it big when I was born. Thus 
I had the opportunity to witness a huge transformation in my family 
being showered with love since my siblings are much older than 
me. It has shaped me to respect and appreciate what I am blessed 
with instead of being a spoilt child. As a full time housewife my 
mum spent lots of her time with me and my youngest sister. She 
constantly shared her plight of hardships and challenges and how 
our dad continued to diligently work to become successful. 

You attended college in early days however you found passion in 
hair design. Who did you need to convince so that you are given a 
chance to pursue your passion and how did you manage to do it?

As much as I wanted to pursue a professional hair course in London 
in my early years somehow my dad was wiser to advise me to study 
business before any other courses. Due to a small mistake in my visa 
application to Wellington, New Zealand to further my studies I had to 
defer my course for a year. I took the opportunity to convince my dad 
with the aid of my mum’s influence to let me follow my conviction 
to pursue my passion in an industry I was passionate about. I am 
blessed beyond words that everything turned out well and I finally 
got to do what I desired. 

The first A Cut Above salon was established in 1979 at Wisma HLA.
Do tell us more about the greatest challenge you had to face in 
order to establish the first outlet.

Being a rookie in business can be stressful especially as I am only 
strong in artistic skills whilst my business partner, though strong in 
her business acumen was too busy expanding her travel business and 
was often away. Furthermore I had to wait to discuss problems with 
her sometimes. We finally reached a decision to terminate our short-
term partnership which worked out well for both of us. With the help 
of my husband, a supportive boyfriend then, we finally owned 100% 
of the business and expanded from there. 

What is your dream now that you have firmly established A Cut 
Above as a successful brand.

My dream remains unchanged since day one. As the hair styling 
industry is not recognised as a professional career from the early 
days when I first started, I will continue to champion on pushing 
the boundaries of this unique industry to the forefront. This is a 
necessity in order to uphold the integrity of the trade so that I can be 
remembered as a legend in Malaysia. I also hope to inspire more of 
the younger generations to dream the impossible. 

Creativity is a faceless entity that is pivotal for success. How do you 
continue to find creative ideas in your industry in a competitive 
corporate landscape?

Ever since returning from London, I have never stopped making 
endless trips around the world especially London on an annual basis. 
I like to keep attending hair styling seminars and shows to keep the 
inspiration flowing. 

I strongly believe in the concept of Learn, Unlearn and Relearn to stay 
ahead. I love people watching, sitting around in cafes be it in London, 
Paris, New York or Tokyo as the experience furnished me with lots of 
streets styles and wearable ideas. Of late I spend time catching up with 
some very trendy Korean drama to see their latest hair, makeup and 
fashion so as to give me an overall impression. I enjoy browsing trendy 
fashion magazines and now it’s even easier as I can google for any latest 
insights to stay competitive. 

If you are given a chance to return to your college days what would you 
do differently?

Well I definitely cherish those precious moments and I really wish that 
I had pursued my further studies. But I am glad I finally achieved that 
goal after all these years being in business. I graduated with a Masters in 
Business Administration (MBA) degree on 10th December last year. It’s a 
gift that I owe to my late dad. 

How do you define happiness?

Happiness to me is the joy of being able to do what I am passionate 
about. As for now especially since the days of Covid, I am grateful that I 
can find quality time to spend with my family and being able to indulge 
in self love. This is something that I have not been able to prioritise over 
the years. 

If you can change the world today what would be the first and why?

The world needs more kindness, love and compassion. And I pray for 
mankind living in modern times to be more humane and less greedy. 
This will then be a much happier place to live in. 

Datin Winnie Loo is our very own hairstylist icon who continues to blaze the trail with phenomenal success. Founder and Creative 
Director of A Cut Above, her immense contribution to the hair styling industry has propelled her into the hall of fame. She finds 
time to illuminate us with her wisdom.

Follow your heart
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Dato’ Vincent Lim is the President of AFECA (Asian Federation of Exhibition and Convention Association) who finds time to share 
his philosophy of life and his involvement in ITEX. 

Please share how have your dreams evolved since you were in 
primary school.

It was at my first job in Kuantan as a construction labourer.  I was 
wearing a construction worker's hat which I noticed was different 
from other officers who wore white colour safety helmets and they 
could be site managers, engineers or supervisors.     From there, it gave 
me the inspiration and I told myself I wanted to be like them.  When I 
came back to KL I decided to enroll in night classes for a building and 
engineering course. I continued to climb the corporate ladder to the 
level of Supervisor.   

How has ITEX changed over the years since your involvement in that 
exhibition seventeen years ago?

When we took on the role as Event Manager we had a dream to 
make it big.  From a local exhibition, with less than 100 inventions, 
we managed to bring in close to 1,000 inventions with participation 
from 10 to 20 countries after a decade.  We continue to work closely 
with MINDS, under the leadership and dedication of Tan Sri Augustine 
Ong and his team. ITEX is widely recognised by the invention and 
innovation industry and is now ranked among the top 10 invention 
exhibitions in the world.

There exists a perception that hard work is everything. But hard work 
does not necessarily yield the desired result. What must we do to 
ensure that we have a better chance of success in such a competitive 
world?

It is not just mere hard work but teamwork.  We must dare to dream 
and think out of the box.  One has to be optimistic and challenge the 
odds.  

Creativity is a faceless entity yet its importance knows no boundaries. 
How can we cultivate a more creative society?

A platform like ITEX congregates inventors young and old and 
researchers.  It enables creativity to be showcased from as young as 
5 years old through the Malaysian Young Inventors Exhibition  (MYIE) 
and the World Young Inventors Exhibition (WYIE) both concurrent 
exhibitions at ITEX.   Both MYIE and WYIE are in support of  Malaysia’s 
Education Blueprint 2013-2025 that emphasizes great importance 
on education to meet the demands of STEM (science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics)

Driving change
What is your advice to a man in the streets searching for the meaning 
of life?

Honesty, integrity and trustworthy and think mutual benefits for all 
stakeholders. 

Please share what is your most important possession now and the 
reason for your choice.

Definitely my mobile phone. It keeps me connected anywhere, anytime 
whether it’s for work, news or  using the apps.  

Where do you think we can find happiness?

I can consider myself a workaholic but it is important for me to strike 
a work/life balance.  I love outdoor adventure and to keep fit, my 
weekend routine includes going for a hike and cycling. It is therapeutic 
and helps calm the mind. 

If time travel is possible what would be your plans?

I hope through MYIE and WYIE, it will continue to unearth young talents 
and scientists, engineers and researchers so that they can contribute to 
the society, the nation and the world.  It is my hope ITEX will continue 
to create the value,   for learning and to create more commercialisation 
of invention  and business deals. Hence the emergence of entrepreneur 
inventors!

photo credit MINDS
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The right kind of books can make a difference in our lives. Please 
share the title of the first book that caught your attention during 
your teenage years and how did it change your perception of life.
 
True, good books may influence oneself and direct him to some 
chosen path. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer entertained me and 
encouraged me to be an adventurous young man and enjoy that 
role. I learnt to be free and follow my passions – which my religious 
family did not encourage. For Mark Twain there is a whole life to be 
lived and a whole environment and people to be discovered.

When you pursue your postgraduate studies in the United States of 
America, what was your greatest fear before you stepped into that 
country? Did that feeling eventually subside with time? 

Fortunately, before going to the US I already studied in England and 
hitchhiked to quite a few countries in Europe. Americans are mostly 
descendants from Europe. I took my undergraduate degree in the 
University of Singapore and was taught by English and Irish lecturers. 
Singapore was and is intensely multi-cultural. I was reading a lot of 
the poetry and prose of American writers before that – and in fact 
was looking forward to going there.
My fear was almost non-existent – except that my Fulbright Hays 
scholarship gave me $168.00 a month, and when I arrived I found out 
that I had to pay $140.00 for my room. So I had to find other sources.

If you are given a chance to choose again would you embark on a 
completely different career path?

I think I am a very lucky person. I liked literature and besides 
discovered that I could write poetry and prose – in both Malay and 
English, and later translated from both these languages. This was the 
road I wanted to travel. It was a good road – it encouraged me to 
write and to find a path to being a scholar for a bigger world - I have 
written and translated more than 60 books to date. My career has 
brought me fellowships to Berkeley, Michigan, Kyoto and Harvard. I 
also held the Chair of Malay Studies in the University of Leiden. As a 
poet and student of literature it has taken me to several conferences, 
poetry reading and festival in Europe, the U.S, Asia and Australia.

There are many who call themselves poets  nowadays. What does 
one need to possess in order to be exceptionally good in writing 
poetry so as to differentiate from the rest?

I would say, firstly, a creative talent, a love of the language/
languages, an exposure to the best poems of the world – I usually 
advise young poets to read as many poems from as many languages 
(or in translation) as possible. Reading the best gives one the idea of 
the great works to imitate and improve upon.

If you were to travel into the past who would you prefer to meet 
and the reasons behind your choice?

First, the great pantun composers in the Malay Archipelago and sit 
in their poetry duels. Tun Seri Lanang and the anonymous author 
of Hikayat Hang Tuah. I would like to meet Po-Chui-I and Basho. 
Without hesitation also Shakespeare, Goethe and Tagore. 

Creativity is a faceless entity of primary importance yet its value 
is sometimes understated in the realm of the working world. How 
best can we effectively plant the seeds of creativity in the young 
adults of today?

I think we should start young, let children enjoy language, the arts and 
feel that they are a natural part of being human. Sadly now, poems are 
for exams and seldom taught for their beauty and unique perceptions of 
the world. Let students have the time to write their own poems. 
Teachers too often dislike teaching poetry and try to avoid them or pass 
over them as quickly as possible. We forget the greatest minds created 
our outstanding poems of the world. 

How has poetry evolved since the days of TS Eliot and what kind of 
impact has poetry made to the society in general?

T.S Eliot demystified poetry and composed in the language of the day. 
This is the path it has taken since with hundreds of experiments in its 
forms, language, metaphors and fresh language.
In Malaysia the free verse is the choice of poets, though there is much 
remnants of the early classical age. However, we are coming to a time 
when from these poems there arises no beauty or real creativity for us 
to appreciate and enjoy. We are lucky, though, to have Usman Awang, A. 
Latiff Mohidin, Baha Zain and Zurinah Hassan who still retain beauty of 
poetry in their lines. To them we return to relish the joy of real poetry.

In the society of today many prefer to pursue studies in science and 
engineering or even IT due to the lure of the corporate world. What 
do you think we should do in order for students to look at poetry 
differently and embrace poetry wholeheartedly?

We have followed the European and colonial systemic division of the arts 
and the science. Even now a few hundred years since the division we 
have not realised that knowledge does not come compartmentalized. It 
is good that we are bestowed with a scientific knowledge of the world. 
But we are bigger than just a collection of facts, i.e scientific knowledge. 
We have emotions and passion, we love music and its melody and 
rhythm. We enjoy shapes, colours and physical movement. All these are 
to be found in the arts. We must give both of these types of knowledge 
to our young people so they will not grow up into rusty and unfeeling 
creaky robots. We need human beings to have a good community.
Scandinavian countries no longer teach according to strict disciplines. 
Let us follow their example. Let our children have both, because we are 
inbuilt with these two parts which complement each other.

National Laureate (Sasterawan Negara) Professor Emeritus Dr Muhammad Haji Salleh is Malaysia’s best known and well 
respected bilingual poet. The prolific literary scholar has also translated the epic Hikayat Hang Tuah into English. He illuminates 
us with his thoughts about life and poetry.

Words of wisdom
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What was your dream when you entered the kindergarten world 
and how has it evolved until you completed your secondary school 
days? 

I remember my ambitions during my kindergarten days were to be 
a doctor or a teacher. During my secondary school days, I was more 
focused and decided to be a doctor instead of a teacher. I am glad 
that today I am both a medical teacher and medical doctor.

Why do you choose to indulge in science and how has that decision 
made you become a better person in life? 

I love to learn new things and being a researcher allows me to 
venture into areas that interest me. Science is evidenced-based. My 
decision to be a scientist shapes me into a person who looks at many 
things in life based on evidence rather than what I feel, hear or see.

 How important is creativity in your research?

Creativity is an important aspect of research. It helps me to view and 
solve problems differently; not just research problems, but problems 
in other areas of my life. It also helps me a lot in my scientific writing.

What do you think are the two key areas of research in the future 
that will redefine the 21st century and the reasons behind your 
choice?

Personally, I think there are a number of areas of research that 
will redefine the 21st century. If I were to choose two, it would 
be research on ways to overcome environmental pollution and 
climate change, as well as research on better outbreak control and 
prevention. The reasons behind my choice are obvious as these are 
real challenges we face in the 21st century. Clean air and water are 
the basic necessities of life and our preparedness and response in an 
outbreak is crucial for our survival.

Dr Rebecca Wong is an Associate Professor of Physiology and Head of Preclinical Sciences at SEGi University’s Faculty of Medicine 
who made Malaysia proud when her name was listed among the World’s Top 2% Scientists by Stanford University in October 
2020. She readily shares her perception of life. 

Destiny in our hands

If a young girl walks up to you and requests you to explain what life is 
all about what would be your answer?

I will tell her life is a process. The process of searching for an answer to 
this question is the answer to the question itself. Your life is a reflection 
of your heart. You will spend time and energy in things that you treasure 
most in your heart, if you are honest with yourself.

 If you were not a researcher what would you indulge in?

I would probably be a lawyer or a forensic scientist. 

What have you done differently that allows you to be so successful in 
your career besides putting in a lot of hard work?

Hard work is crucial but you need to work hard at things that matter. 
Not everything is worth your hard work. You need to identify what is 
needed and what really matters and work hard at these things. Besides, 
I have a very supportive husband who motivates me whenever things 
get tough.

How can we make the youth of today to be more interested in 
research?

I believe if you want to encourage young people to do research, you 
must first stimulate their interest to learn and explore new things. We 
research into things that make us curious. Therefore, our role is to 
help them find out what fascinates them and guide them to find the 
answers in a proper and systematic manner.

MINDS Special Edition 13   

photo credit Dr Rebecca Wong

photo credit Dr Rebecca Wong



Professor Dr Ng Kwan Hoong won the prestigious Marie Sklodowska Curie Award in 2018. He is the first scientist from a 
developing nation to win this internationally acclaimed award. Prof Ng also bagged the 2020 Merdeka Award recently. He 
speaks to us with candour on the intricate world of physics.

Why did you choose to focus in medical physics compared to other 
branch of physics?

I am interested in applying my physics knowledge to benefit society, 
especially in health. Medical physics is an extremely exciting inter 
disciplinary medical science – one has to have basic knowledge of human 
function, understanding of disease process, coupled with knowledge in 
physics, engineering, maths etc. There are so much advancement in 
diagnosis, prediction, monitoring and therapy.

How can we make physics more interesting to the secondary students?

Get them involved in doing science, doing physics.  I believe in immersive, 
experiential learning. We could hold Show and Tell sessions, inviting 
physicists to go to schools and share with them the fun of physics. We 
need to inspire them. We should also expose them to the wonders of 
physics. Get their parents involved as well as bonding is important. In 
USA scientists, astronauts frequently give talks in schools to inspire the 
students.

What are the principles of life that has never changed from your 
school days until now? 

Work hard, enjoy learning. Enjoy what you are doing. Be ready to 
change. My motto (as mentioned in Merdeka award book) is humility, 
gratitude and charity.

If you are able to travel to the future, do you think physics research 
would be very much different from today ? 

Physics is a fundamental science, discovery of the laws of nature.  I 
would expect future physics research to be an extension of our quest to 
understand the wonders of nature. Such is the beauty of physics.

How has your life changed ever since you were the recipient of the 
Marie Sklodowska Curie Award in 2018?

Well this is a very prestigious award, the highest in medical physics. 
Being the first one from a developing country to receive this award is 
very meaningful significant. I received and am still receiving inquiries 
for collaboration, for doing PhD under me, invitation to write papers, 
editorials (I have some backlog now) But basically I am still doing 
the same thing – teaching and research, and clinical work. I started 
the international leadership and mentoring programme to nurture 
young ones worldwide - from Latin America, Africa, Asia to Oceania. 
It is most rewarding to see many have developed the leadership 
qualities.

Between research and teaching which would you choose? Why?

You can’t be a good researcher without teaching, vice versa. To be 
a good teacher, one must do research. Research brings us to the 
wonders of nature, gives us insight and inspiration to teach.

If a young boy walks up to you and share that his dream is to travel 
into a wormhole what would be your advice?

My advice is keep on dreaming,  I recall watching Star Trek when I was 
young, beam me up. I was hoping one day I can travel to meet King 
Arthur. Ha ha. The best brains in physics and maths are fascinated 
by the secrets of our universe. Wormhole is one key mystery. I 
have been watching movies and cartoons depicting wormholes, 
time travel – interstellar, wizard, stargaze etc. We must dream the 
impossible every day.

Who are you most thankful to for all that you have achieved so far?

My parents of course, my wife and family.
My mentor the late Prof John Cameron, University of Wisconsin, USA.  
His famous quotation Just do it. Do not have to wait for perfection, 
even if it is badly done, just do it. Fail, try again, iterate and learn.
Not to forget my collaborators (both local and international) and my 
students too.

The beauty of physics
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Creativity is a faceless entity pivotal in a progressive nation. Yet 
creativity’s importance is not confined to just Science but is a necessity 
even in Arts or Business. How can we best train our mind to be creative 
in our work?

Creativity is pervasive. It is a necessity in all fields of human endeavour. 
We need to keep an open mind, to be aware that there is no limit to our 
imagination and creativity. 

You are the author of the celebrated book on On Creativity: Awakening 
the Creative Mind. What is the most important message of your book? 

Creativity is an attitude of mind and we need to harness our creativity in 
order to optimise our potential to create a better and more interesting 
world.

What is the greatest challenge you faced in the process of completing 
the manuscript? 

The challenge is in writing an article every fortnight for the book is 
a collection of articles published in a column in a national daily. The 
column named On Creativity ran for six years.

Do you believe that Artificial Intelligence (AI) will one day attain the 
level of creativity associated to human beings since for AI to be truly 
human, they must be able to collaborate, think and feel as well? 

No, AI cannot be truly human for AI is created by humans. AI simulates 
and mimics human actions. At best AI learns traits associated with a 
human mind but I don’t think AI can feel like a human.

 If you are given a chance to travel into the past who would you like to 
meet and what’s the first question you would pose? 

Shen Kuo, celebrated Chinese scientist, inventor and statesman of the 
Song Dynasty (960-1279 AD). My question would be Would you like to 
come to the 21st Century?

If you were given a choice between logic and creativity what would 
you choose? Why? 

I would choose creativity for creativity knows no bounds. Creativity is 
both a science and an art whereas logic is science that deals with sound 
thinking and reasoning. 

In a world where dearth of creativity will spell the demise of innovation, Dr Leo Ann-Mean’s ground breaking book On Creativity: 
Awakening the Creative Mind is a timely reminder of the challenges ahead. He elaborates on this tricky subject.

Unleashing creativity
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How has the research environment changed compared to the days 
when you first enrolled as an undergraduate student?

I realised that there are significant changes in the research 
environment in the higher educational institutions in Malaysia 
after returning from abroad in 2015. As compared to the past, 
there are more research funding allocations by the government 
and lots of international collaboration are established with the 
overseas institutions. This has subsequently increased the research 
involvement and engagement within the academic staff. Greater 
number of publications with high impact and quality are published, 
enabling more Malaysian university researchers to be recognized 
worldwide.

How has the element of creativity helped you in current research? 
Please share a specific example.

Thinking outside the box, which is often associated with creativity, 
is one of the most sought-after and valuable skills for a researcher. 
For example, in thermal management research, the thermal 
performance and pumping power of the cooling fin is greatly affected 
by the cooling fin architecture and geometric shape. Therefore, 
the creativity element is particularly important for a researcher to 
develop a unique fin design or geometry that can enhance the heat 
transfer of the system while maintaining low manufacturing cost.

If an elderly lady approaches you to enquire about the miracle of 
life what would be your answer? 

Instead of expecting miracles, I believe that miracles come after a 
lot of hard work. Dare to dream and have the courage to pursue 
them while keeping in mind to be grateful for everything and helping 
others during their difficult times. In return, nature will repay you 
with the miracle that you dream for. 

In a world where materialistic elements reign supreme what can 
we do to inculcate in the students of today that life is more than 
just materialistic gains? 

Wealth and material possessions are normally being treated as a 
sign of success in life. However, we should always remember that 
happiness should never rely on money alone. Other than materialistic 
gains, there are other non-monetary factors that one should pursue 
in life such as harmonious family relationships, strong friendship, 
good health and well-being as well as work-life balance.

How do you define success? 

A lot of people measure success in life by how much money they 
have earned. In my opinion, true success for a researcher is how you 
have overcome an obstacle, how your invention has helped people in 
need or how you have made a positive impact on society.

What do you think is the focus of research in the 21st century and 
how should we instil a sense of priority in that field of research 
among the younger generation?

Research topics pertaining to climate change and food-energy-
water-waste nexus are the key science and technology focus in the 
21st century. 

Besides, the development of low-carbon technologies and emission-
free green fuels are also under the spotlight. In order to instill a sense 
of priority in these research fields among the younger generation, an 
incentive prize competition can be organized to spur creativity and 
innovation as well as to accelerate their pace to solve some of the 
world’s greatest challenges. In addition, an online forum can be created 
where the younger generation can exchange their research ideas with 
experts, innovators, and professionals in the related field.   
  
If you were to travel back in time to meet your younger self, what 
would be your first and second advice?

My first advice would be to remain humble and never forget where you 
started from. Keep your original aspiration and always treat everyone 
with equal respect and dignity.  
My second advice would be not to be afraid to fail. Success is a process 
and you will learn something that is valuable in your journey of life. 
   
What should we do as responsible global citizens so that the world is a 
better place for the future? 

We should respect and embrace the cultural differences between people, 
promote sustainable development, and contribute to building positive 
values in the community. We should also practise lifelong learning to 
equip ourselves with the latest development in technology.

Associate Professor Bernard Saw Lip Huat was recently ranked among the top 2% scientists in the world by Stanford University. 
Currently part of the academic staff of Lee Kong Chian Faculty of Engineering and Science of Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman 
(UTAR) he shares his wisdom with the usual frankness.

Engineering our future
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What was your ambition when you were in primary school and how 
has that evolved over the years until you decided to venture into 
research?

When I was first introduced to the science subject during my primary 
school, I was deeply fascinated by Thomas Alva Edison and his 
numerous ground-breaking inventions at that time. His philosophy 
has inspired me to become a scientist in the future who can 
contribute to the well-being of the society and country.
 
Please share two distinctive differences in your perception of life 
during your student days compared to your current position? 

In my student days, I always thought that everything was ready 
and available for me in my life. However, in my current perspective 
of life, I have learnt not to take things for granted and will wish to 
discover/explore something new and contribute back to the society 
and community.  Another different perception of life is I used to think 
that the person who is on the receiving end, either through gifts or 
help, is the happier person. However, now, I think that sharing things 
and giving other people love are more important and feel greater as 
compared to receiving from others.
 
We generally hear that In order to achieve success we must work 
hard towards our goals. However working hard does not guarantee 
success. What do you think we must do differently in order to have 
a greater chance of success?

Working smarter to discover more creative ways is more useful than 
working harder, especially when we are not getting the results we 
desire. I always remind myself not to fear failure as it is a part of 
success too.
 
If you were earmarked to head a new space colony in a distant 
habitable planet what would be the first three immediate concerns 
that you need to address and the reasons for your choice.

The three concerns are materials, energy and environment as I think 
that these are the basic requirements/conditions for better life 
development.
 
If time travel were to be possible where would be your first 
destination? Why?

I wish to travel and meet up with various distinguished researchers 
throughout the past centuries to share my thoughts and research 
ideas together.
 
How do you cultivate creativity among the school children so that 
they learn how to use it in the most effective way?

Try to create a natural environment of creativity by incorporating 
humour and culture through encouragement by asking open-ended 
questions to promote critical thinking.

Assistant Professor Pang Yean Ling was recently selected to be the top 2% scientist in the world by Stanford University. Part of 
the dream team at Lee Kong Chian Faculty of Engineering and Science of Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman (UTAR) she takes us for 
a stroll with her rejuvenating ideas.

Joy of discovery

What would be the two most important challenges in the 21st 
century and what aspects of research should be conducted in order 
to ensure we face those challenges with greater confidence?

Environment and economic challenges are the two most important 
challenges in the 21st century. The research related to these 
challenges for sustainable development of environmental science 
and economic growth should be conducted to achieve greater 
confidence.  
 
Progress of technology has significantly changed our lives. What do 
you miss most in your younger days and why is that so? 

I miss letter-writing most as it has been replaced by other ways 
of communicating such as phone messages and email due to 
the current technology that has made our lives easier, faster and 
better. However, letters were memorable and joyful to receive and 
replies penned. They provide a special kind of human touch which 
technology nowadays is lacking.
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Tell us briefly how you are involved in medical physics 

When I was twelve year-old, I was diagnosed with heart murmur (a 
condition of having an unusual sound made by the heart) and was 
referred for further tests. I then had a series of examinations including 
X-rays, ultrasound, electrocardiogram, etc. and was amazed at how 
technology had advanced to image the human body and diseases. This 
had greatly spurred my interest in science and technologies in medicine. 
I then pursued my Bachelor’s degree in health physics and was fortunate 
to complete my industrial training at the Nuclear Medicine Department 
of Hospital Kuala Lumpur. The training has further reaffirmed my 
interest and I decided to pursue my Master and PhD in medical physics.          

What is your most significant research that you are proud of?
 
In 2012, our research on developing a cost-effective and low radiation 
oral formulation for gastrointestinal transit study, was awarded the 
Certificate of Merit by the European Society of Radiology. We were 
the first Malaysians to receive such a prestigious award since 2003. 
The formulation can be locally produced in many countries at a much 
reduced cost. I received the award in Vienna and our work was reported 
in one of the world’s largest and most comprehensive community 
website for medical imaging professionals, AuntMinne.com

(https://www.auntminnieeurope.com/index 
aspx?sec=log&itemID=606447).

What was the most embarrassing moment during your student days? 

There was once I was helping a professor in Toronto in a global webcast. 
However due to the lagging bandwidth and my carelessness, those 
cheeky moments were captured in live broadcast during an international 
conference in China. 

Who are your role models and what kind of influence they play in 
shaping your thoughts in life? 

We get attracted to what resonates with us. For me it’s about the 
people who come from humble beginnings, who overcome repeated 
challenges in life and persevere despite the odds to reach greatness yet 
not forgetting their roots. 

Associate Professor Dr Yeong Chai Hong is a promising scientist who was awarded the 2019 Taylor University’s President’s 
Award for outstanding contribution in research and innovation. She invites us to join her in exploring the world of science.

Innovative mind
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Such people teach me that there is no end in making a difference, no 
matter how small in the lives of others. Madame Marie Curie is one 
such person. She is a famous icon in medical physics and radiology. 
Many people refer her as the first woman who won a Nobel Prize and 
the first to win two Nobel Prizes in different disciplines. 

What’s the greatest challenge when you try to impart your 
knowledge to the students’ community?

Since our students in Malaysia are less outspoken and hesitant in 
expressing their feelings my challenge is to find ways to stimulate 
more interactive sessions for a healthy, lively and active discussion. 
Such interactive sessions could help the educators to better 
understand the needs of the students and areas which require 
improvement.    

Which collaboration in your research do you cherish the most and 
why? 

I cherish all the collaborations in my research as each one is a new 
learning experience for me allowing me to widen my network and 
reach out for possible collaboration of a bigger scale. It is the sharing 
of knowledge, perspective and friendship that I treasure the most.    

photo credit Dr Yeong Chai Hong
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When did you realise your love for poetry and what steps did you take 
after that to cultivate that interest?

Middle of 1960s, I read a lot of books in the school library, also the 
literary column in newspaper and magazines help.

What is the most satisfying moments in your life?

My collection of poems, AKRAB won the Puisiputra II contest in 1983 
which was organized by Bank Bumiputra. This was an international 
contest and I won the consolation prize. When my name was announced 
as the winner for S.E.A. Write Awards in the year 2000, it was another 
proud moment for me. I received this award in Bangkok, Thailand.

What are the three distinctive differences between your poems of the 
past and the ones of today?

1. my poems today are more intellectual
2. my poems today discuss more about the aspects of life and humanity  
in a wider and deeper manner
3. manipulate more on language style and esthetics 

If you were to travel to the outer space in a space shuttle what would 
be the first topic that you write about and the reasons for your choice?

I will write about the excitement, about the amazing creation and I will 
create more idioms which I have never written before.

If you are given a chance to choose all over again would you choose 
another career path? Why? 

Yes, to be a professional painter and dancer because I believe that I can 
travel further in my emotional and spiritual journey in painting. The 
same goes to dancing as well.

How do we get school children to be interested in poetry in an era 
where smart phones and social media take centre stage?

Cross-art. Relate poetry with music, relate poetry with dance, relate 
poetry with arts (painting/acting) so the children can explore and will 
understand that poems/poetry actually exist in ourselves. It is not a 
separate matter.

Dr Lim Swee Tin is no stranger to the world of poetry. A recipient of the prestigious 2000 SEA Write Award, he represented 
Malaysia at the Four Leading Poets from South East Asia Festival in London, England. He briefly tackles some of the burning 
questions of today. 

Poetry in motion

photo credit Dr Lim Swee Tin
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Why do you advocate the use of natural daylight in architectural 
design?

Our world has literally turned upside down since Covid-19 pandemic 
hit us early last year. With lockdowns and stay home precautions as 
the new normal, the spatial qualities of our home interiors have never 
been so critical in our ensuring our well-being. Malaysia is blessed with 
abundance of natural sunlight throughout the year yet why do we 
often forget to utilise natural daylight in our home décor? Integrating 
natural daylight in architectural and interior design is a critical factor 
that designers, homeowners ought to consider.

What is the science of natural daylight? 

Sunlight exposure is the most important natural source of Vitamin 
D. Even short bursts of sun exposure are sufficient for your body to 
produce all the Vitamin D needed for the day. Prolonged hours of 
working in poorly lit indoor environment are linked to a sharp decrease 
in serotonin levels leading to depressive mental formations. Sunlight 
triggers the brain to release serotonin hormones, which is also known 
as feel-good hormone to boost your mood and calm the mind. Another 
beneficial hormone triggered by sun exposure is melatonin which helps 
to maintain a consistent circadian rhythm and inducing sleep.

Tell us more about your award winning project the Penang Digital 
Library which embraces natural daylight.

In Penang Digital Library, we strategically designed a long linear skylight 
across the main reading room illuminating the interiors with moving 
shade and shadows. Zero book shelves lead to zero risks of book-being 
damaged by UV rays. Hence we introduced larger windows on every 
side of the buildings, optimising visual connectivity to the outdoors. The 
Library Without Books also embraced the concept of Library In The Park 
where the lush greenery surrounds the building. The library’s new Annex 
was carefully aligned to face North-South to avoid direct morning and 
evening sun. This is the key to minimise glare in the perimeter windows. 
The interior spaces use zero artificial lighting during the day due to its 
naturally lit interiors. Task lighting is mounted at desk levels to facilitate 
lighting during cloudy days. This simple strategy greatly increases the 
energy savings of the building operations.

Ar. Tan Bee Eu scored big when her architectural firm, BETA was announced as the Gold Award Winner at the 2019 and 2020 
PAM (Pertubuhan Arkitek Malaysia) Awards for the Alteration and Addition Category (2019) and Adaptive Re-use (2020). She 
shares her ideas on the science of natural lighting in her award winning projects and her perception of life.

Here comes the sun
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How about Penang Harmony Centre?

We removed all internal walls to allow indirect sunlight penetrating 
into the internal space. The accordion wall at the hall is a simple design 
of alternating wall-window aligned in a zig-zag alignment. It’s to block 
unwanted glare and brings in soft ambient light creating a continuous 
strip of illuminance. Light shelves were also introduced above the 
windows to allow sunlight to bounce into the interior spaces, eliminating 
all direct glare. At the rooftop, strips of skylight are being introduced into 
the space providing a sense of uplifting and soothing illuminance.

What is the first thing that came to your mind when your organization 
was named as the recipient of the PAM Awards 2019 Gold Award? 

Gratified, grateful and humbled that we are the youngest practice to win 
GOLD. I already had 16 years of architectural working experience and 
completed 8 luxury high-rises development in Penang and KLCC prior 
to starting my own practice. Always dreamed of winning an accolade 
from PAM (Persatuan Arkitek Malaysia), so we were overjoyed that we 
won with our first public building commission at Penang Digital Library 
Phase 2.

If you were to be given a choice again, what would you choose as your 
career? 

When I was young, I had many career dreams at different stages. I 
wanted to be a florist, artist, gallery owner and a doctor. But somehow, I 
signed up for Architecture and fell in love with the complexity and power 
of transformation that Architecture brings to our daily lives.

How can indulging in architecture makes one to become a better 
person?

Architecture is one of the toughest courses to study and practice. We 
are each blessed with logical thinking using the left brain and creative 
intuition using the right brain. Most professions rely heavily on either 
side of brain capacity, but Architecture demands equal of both logical-
creative thinking skills in merging the science of construction with the 
arts of creative flair. So, through architecture, you become the better 
person by cultivating social empathy, spatial intuition, and logical 
reasoning.

Creativity is an essential ingredient in Architectural design. Where do 
you find your creative sparks and how do you then cultivate the idea 
into something meaningful?

You know, the irony is creativity rarely appears at the office desk. Its only 
when we are relaxed that you will get the light bulb moment in the mind. 
My creative sparks find me when I am indulging in a silly joke with my 
kids, good food, jogging, cooking or even driving when the mind relaxes 
into a semi-meditative state. I will then quickly sketch down the ideas to 
develop it later.
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Please share your philosophy

Life is a journey of discoveries. We discover who we truly are, what 
is our purpose, the paths available to us and how we travel on the 
paths we eventually took, be it by choice or by compulsion. 

You have indeed come a long way from your humble beginnings in 
Bukit Mertajam twenty two years ago. What has changed in your 
perception of life and what has remained constant? 

Perception of life has not changed. It is an unequal world with 
many injustices. Sufferings are inevitable and happiness is but an 
exception. The challenge is where do we find HOPE and how we can 
make a positive difference. My financial challenges eased and life has 
become more comfortable but my values and purpose of making a 
positive difference to community remains. The idea that those who 
are blessed with more should share with those that do not have 
enough is something that started me on this journey of building. It 
will be the same purpose that ends my earthly journey.

When you first started in 1998, have you ever thought that your 
original recipe would have reached the hearts of so many outside 
Malaysia? 

When we started in 1998, we never thought our signature bun 
would capture the imagination and taste buds of Malaysians, let 
alone the International Community. Then again on hindsight, it is not 
something too extraordinary as bread itself is a universal staple food.
The challenge is HOW did we do it, which eventually boils down to 
our Values and Purpose.

If you ever were to go back to the days when you operate in USJ15 
what would you do differently? 

USJ15 Sales was RM60.00 per day. Relocating to USJ15 exposes my 
lack of expertise, lack of experience, lack of understanding on how 
to run a business. It also pushes me to do what it takes to survive. 
And that’s what we did. Based on the current me, I probably will not 
set up there. Based on me then, I will still do what it takes to survive 
and move forward.

What is the one thing that has remained unchanged within you ever 
since you are a child? 

I am grateful that my compassionate nature remains intact until today 
and I am not trapped by the illusions of material wealth and power.

What were you searching for when you moved from being insurance 
agent, property agent, airline manager, tuition teacher and mushroom 
farming? 

My purpose has always been one. Build something for myself and 
community.
Mushroom Farming - As a fresh graduate, I saw this as an opportunity 
towards my purpose. Many lessons learned.
Insurance Agent - Survival mode. Lessons learned.
Airline Manager - A great opportunity towards my purpose. Lessons 
learned. Hit rock bottom.
Tutor - Survival mode. Lessons learned. The climb to find light at the end 
of the tunnel begins.
Property Agent - Survival mode. Recovery journey continues. Lessons 
learned.
Rotiboy - Another opportunity. The climb continues and after four years, 
there was light at the end of the tunnel. Took another four years to 
be enveloped in bright sunshine not just me but many others as well. 
Learning continues.

If you have not opened a bakery shop what would you be doing?

All the different attempts before Rotiboy including the bakery are 
all various vehicles and ways towards the purpose, which is, to build 
something for myself and community. If it is not a bakery, it would have 
been something else.

From the humble beginnings in his hometown, Hiro Tan has transformed Rotiboy Bakeshoppe into a mega powerhouse with 
more than 100 outlets around the globe. He takes us for a memorable ride as we are given a sneak preview into his values and 
purpose in life.

Finding purpose
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Let us have some insights of your entrepreneurial voyage.

I graduated from University of Toronto Canada with a Bachelor of 
Science degree in 1983. I have been in equipment business and 
healthcare investment ever since. From 1984 to 2004, I was mainly 
in trading business covering clinical laboratory, cardiology, radiology, 
infection control and hygiene, dialysis, surgical and orthopaedic 
supplies. We ventured into manufacturing and medical engineering 
in operating theater and critical care areas from 2005 to 2020. In 
2015 we started our first aged care center under Johnson Residence 
in Penang. Our second center is in Melaka.

Please share the inspiration behind the setting up of aged care 
centres within Malaysia and how is the journey so far? 

An opportunity came up in 2015 when Adventist Hospital in Penang 
needed to have a supporting long term care facility. Our facility in 
Penang now has capacity for sixty residents. So far we maintain a 
respectable 85% occupancy. The nature of the residents encompasses 
post surgical and stroke rehabilitation, hospice, long term case and 
aged care. 

As the aging population over here continues to grow what do 
you think are the greatest challenges when it comes to aged care 
business? 

We have over the past six years been working hard to ensure staff 
recruitment, training and staff retention. This provides stability and 
quality of service rendered to our residents. Visiting doctors, and in 
house nurses, physiotherapists, carers, cleaners and maintenance 
technicians form an inseparable team. It is also the biggest challenge 
in the aged care business.

To be successful in entrepreneurship please share what are the 
three main criteria one must possess and why? 

(Assuming you are asking about the critical business success factors, 
as entrepreneurial spirit is general) In this aged care business, you 
need to have
1. the right location with residential community support and hospital 
referral.
2. the facilities should be adequate and have at least 50 pax capacity 
to achieve financial viability.
3. The resourcefulness of getting the team motivated to serve. 

What were your most poignant memories during your childhood 
days?

I have been brought up to be helpful to people in need. My mother 
has shown the way of always buying in bulk at cheaper price from the 
market, be it fish or vegetable or trotters. After cooking up a storm 
in the kitchen, she will bring and share with her friends and relatives. 
She will not hesitate to offer help when asked.  As I grew older I do 
come across women who are single parent, divorced or single in 
need of job.  In order to continuously love and care for residents, you 
need to have that special attribute in you.  

If you are given a choice to change the world what would be the first 
thing that you initiate?

Education is the key to a better world. Somehow there will always be 
challenges: natural calamity, man-made harm.  We will overcome all that 
by the knowledge we have in sciences, law and order. We must instill in 
everyone the respect for the environment, nature and each other. Hence 
education is not just about the skill of doing mathematics or command 
of language. It is also about how we fit into the surrounding.
 
If you were to teach in a kindergarten what is the most important 
lesson that you think a child must have?

I find that people with empathy can mostly fit in well to the community 
and live a happier life. So if I were to teach the values of empathy I 
think children will be more balanced in their overall life plan and attain 
happiness. Open their eyes to the less fortunate and disabled. Let them 
learn to value what they have and share their love with others.

Yeo Eng Lam is the founder of Johnson Residences, a flourishing network of aged care centres. Her indomitable entrepreneurial 
spirit propels her to the forefront of cutting age technologies while quick enough to embrace changing trends. She allows us to 
have a peek into her perception of life

Heart for compassion
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Do briefly share your background

I obtained my medical degree from Universiti Sains Malaysia before 
completing my masters in Ophthalmology at Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia. Over there I developed an interest in research, learning 
about the different study designs and how to critically appraise 
a clinical paper. Following my postgraduate studies, I went on to 
complete a fellowship in cornea and external eye disease at the 
Royal Victorian Eye and Ear Hospital in Melbourne, Australia. I’m also 
trained in the latest techniques of corneal transplant surgery, limbal 
stem cell transplant, collagen cross linking and managing diseases of 
the surface of the eye. 

What is your most distinguished achievement in your area of 
research?

My interest in research combined with clinical knowledge has 
paved the way for my involvement in numerous clinical trials and 
publications in high impact clinical journals. Receiving the Troutman 
prize was an honour and a great encouragement that spurred me on 
to continue to push boundaries in my field of expertise. I try to keep 
abreast with innovations that might benefit my patients. 

How has the progress of technology allow you to embrace it for the 
benefit of your patients?

As a sub specialist in external eye diseases, I see a lot of patients with 
dry eyes. Rather than treating the symptoms with eye drops, I use 
the latest technology of tear film interferometry and meibography 
to ascertain the cause and type of dry eyes.  I’m also the first 
ophthalmologist in Malaysia to utilize ThermoMechanical Ablation 
(Tixel) to treat dry eyes. 

What is your philosophy of life?

I always advocate Aristotle’s mantra that Pleasure in the job puts 
perfection in work.

Please describe your most poignant moments as an ophthalmologist

I have had many memorable moments as an ophthalmologist but the one 
that comes to mind is one that encouraged me to pursue ophthalmology. 
A patient who had been blind in both eyes had just had surgery and he 
was lying in bed on his back with his hand stretched out in front of him. 
For a long while he just kept staring at his hand. I went over and asked 
him if there was something wrong and he replied with amazement in his 
voice and tears in his eye, “I can see my hands!” Since then I have treated 
many patients with significant cataracts and corneal disease and have 
been privileged to see lives transformed.

Do you enjoy teaching?

Yes definitely. I have the privilege to conduct instructional courses 
at various national and international meetings including the World 
Ophthalmology Congress and the European Society of Cataract and 
Refractive Surgery. I’m also an honorary lecturer with Taylors College 
Medical School where I take every opportunity to encourage young 
minds. My dream is to see more Malaysians step up to do impactful 
and meaningful research as this will strengthen our standing on an 
international level.

If you can change the world, what will be your utmost priority?

My priority would be public education. Every child deserves free quality 
education. This includes children living in rural areas as well as those of 
migrants and refugees. Education is a basic human right that empowers 
young minds with the knowledge and skills to live productive and 
independent lives. It also protects the vulnerable from being exploited 
and strengthens community resilience.

Dr Vanitha Ratnalingam is one of the very few ophthalmologists in Malaysia specialising in corneal transplant. She did the 
nation proud by winning the 2020 Troutman Prize for innovation in corneal science at the International Cornea Society meeting 
held in Chicago USA. She let us have a glimpse of her life.

Challenging the frontiers

Receiving the troutman prie fromRichard Troutman
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Kiew Khai Cheng pursued her postgraduate degree in Imperial College, London before returning to Malaysia to work in IHH 
Healthcare. A Khazanah scholarship alumnus, she then joined the Southeast Asia Healthcare Leadership Program (HMS-SEAL) 
in Harvard Medical School on a one year stint. She recently participated in a vaccine trial. She speaks fondly about her journey.

Freedom of choice

If you are granted two wishes what would that be and why? 
 
My first wish is of course for the Covid pandemic to end so that we can 
all resume our lives to normalcy. My second wish is for all children in 
the world to be able to receive adequate nutrition and education so 
that they can grow up to realise their potential.
 
What convinced you to volunteer in the vaccine pilot studies recently? 
 
I first heard about the vaccine trial from my mum. She never intended 
for me to sign up but I thought - I’m young, I’m healthy and it’s for 
a great cause so why not? So I just went for it. My hope is that my 
participation will help accelerate the end of the pandemic and protect 
the vulnerable ones from illnesses the virus inflicts. It is a great privilege 
to be able to contribute to research especially for a vaccine that can 
save millions of lives. I’m proud to have been given the opportunity to 
join this cause.
 
Tell us more about how you feel a day before you were given the 
vaccine.
 
I felt really calm about it. Even though my family was very concerned, I 
was determined to participate. When you know you’re doing the right 
thing no hesitation comes to mind. Many people have misconceptions 
about viral vaccines and they imagine all sorts of serious side effects. 
I knew the science behind these vaccines so even though it wasn’t on 
the market yet I was confident about taking it. So far no regrets!

Stunning sunset at Horseshoe Bend, Arizona
photo credit Kiew Khai Cheng

By the time you completed your postgraduate studies in Imperial 
College, London what has changed when it comes to your perception 
of life? 
 
Growing up, academic achievements used to define my self worth as 
an individual. The pressure from society to get good grades propelled 
me forward until they became irrelevant to fulfilling my personal 
growth. By the time I graduated I realised that life is more than just 
excelling in my studies. Life is about finding a purpose that serves your 
higher being. So my life became less about what I want to achieve and 
more of how I want to leave a positive impact in this world. When 
you liberate yourself from societal pressure, you start living more 
authentically and life becomes more inspiring. Everyone around you 
benefits from that.
 
What was your greatest challenge during your postgraduate research 
and how did you overcome it? 
 
The greatest challenge for me was dealing with failures. In research, 
you’re always faced with one failed experiment after another. I 
remember when the cancer cells I was doing experiments on became 
contaminated one day. Weeks of hard work went down the drain. 
It's discouraging and exasperating when nothing you do is working. 
Learning how to overcome these difficult moments and having the 
motivation to try again was pivotal to my growth. When I started 
treating failures as valuable lessons eventually I found that they 
became the foundation to my successes.
 
How has your stint in Harvard Medical School made you to become 
a better person? 
 
One of the key takeaways from my education at Harvard Medical School 
is system design. I learned that most workplace errors happen because 
of poor system design rather than human error. This encouraged me to 
see errors as opportunities to improve the system rather than blaming 
them on individuals. I have been able to apply this knowledge to my 
work and it fosters better collaboration between colleagues and I when 
we try to solve problems together. This new perspective has fuelled 
my creativity to innovate and has guided my aspirations to champion 
for a more positive and collaborative workplace culture.
 
If you were to be the first batch of individuals to be relocated to Mars 
to start the first space colony, what would be the first in your agenda 
and the reason for your choice? 
 
My first agenda would be to learn how to grow food on Mars. We 
can’t always rely on food deliveries from Earth, right? It’s important 
for a colony to first learn to feed its inhabitants. Everything else is 
secondary.
 
Please share your ambition during your school days and how has that 
evolved over the years  
 
During high school, I wanted to pursue music because I was very 
involved in piano and choir. But my mum told me that I had no talent. 
Haha! Anyway, she was right and I was a lot more passionate about 
science so I pursued a biochemistry degree instead. By the end of my 
studies, I was more interested in pursuing a career in management. I 
think management gives me more flexibility to be creative and to work 
with people from a diverse background.
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Why did you decide to be an entrepreneur? 

I remember those days when I was younger. I always look at myself 
as the owner of my own brand. Everything happened when I joined 
a bakery business as a part time employee. Eventually I felt very 
passionate about it to the extent that I was willing to sacrifice 
my energy, time and effort. This did not include the feeling of 
satisfaction every time I saw my customers enjoying eating all my 
cakes. Everything felt so worth it! I realised then what I wanted to do 
later in life without any hesitation.
 
What is the most important knowledge you acquired during your 
varsity days that you find most useful in your entrepreneurial 
journey? 
 
Communication skill is very important. As an entrepreneur, it 
is crucial for you to market your product emphasising effective 
communication as the way how you communicate represents your 
brand image. You decide how you want your customers to perceive 
your brand.
Secondly take constructive criticism from others. I applied this a 
lot as this is really important in any type of business so that I will 
continue to improve based on feedback from others.

How do you enhance your level of creativity so that the cakes you 
design are clear differentiators compared to the rest? 
 
I believe that all bakers must have their own signature cakes as a 
reflection of their brand personality. I tend to create my signature 
offerings as a minimalistic, classic and rustic concept as you can see 
on my Instagram feed. I believe sometimes others might try to copy 
your artwork or vice versa. But trust me, they can’t copy 100% one’s 
masterpiece. So I have no problem at all if there are those who want 
to copy my artwork because I also derive inspiration from other 
talented bakers as well.

When you were a teenager did it ever cross your mind that you will 
end up in this journey? What was your dream then? 
 
My ultimate dream is to become an entrepreneur but I actually have 
no idea at all that I would end up becoming a baker! It has always 
been something associated with fashion…never bakery! But now I’m 
glad I did :)

What kind of platform do you use in order to reach out to your 
customers and how effective are those? 
 
I started with social media platform Instagram. I created my 
Instagram feed as an avenue to reach my audience. I love the 
features they have there. It makes me feel closer to my customers. 
I could easily target my market and create any advertisement there. 
Currently I’m also involved in Facebook and even Tiktok. So far, it’s a 
great platform to venture into any kind of business.

As you progress to adulthood what do you miss most and why? 

To be honest I really miss my student life. Back to the days when you 
don’t have to think of any commitment and attaining good grades 
is the only thing that can stress you out! Adulthood is hard but only 
through hardship can you learn about life. You learn to adapt to any 
situation you’re facing whether it’s good or bad.  

Athirah Hisham, a young budding entrepreneur seeks to elevate his fortunes by entering the baking world with her authentic 
and rejuvenating designs. She excited tells us more about her challenging days.  

Chasing her dreams     

photo credit Athirah Hisham

Learn to tackle it with abundance of strategies and I always stick to 
this favourite phrase of mine, every cloud has a silver lining. Believe 
that things always happen for a reason. Right things happen at the 
most appropriate time. Have faith in yourself, trust the process and 
eventually everything will fall into place. 
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Briefly describe yourself when it comes to photography.

As a coach I am a mental buddy to help others become aware of 
their thoughts and perceptions to uncover different pathways in their 
journey. Drawn towards the rejuvenating effect of appreciating nature 
and the expression of the beauty hidden within, I create images with 
the intent to connect with one’s personal imagination and emotions.

What fuels your passion for photography and when did you really 
know that this is something that you fancy doing?

Photography is like an adventure allowing my curiosity and imagination 
to connect with the images I have. When a colleague told me she could 
not stop looking at the photo of her that I took only then I realised the 
power of emotional connection and timelessness a photo could have 
on its viewer.

If you are stranded in a desert with your photography equipments and 
given only one hour to take photos what kind of photos would be your 
focus and the reasons for your choice?

I will focus on how the light and shadows turn the desert into interesting 
shapes, forms and any emotional connections I could draw from it. In a 
place of solitude and abandonment one can still find beauty and peace 
through the windows of his soul and imagination. 

Please share the most challenging experience you had on a 
photography expedition. 

It has to be my solo photography expedition to Biei, Hokkaido. Getting 
there itself was an adventure. I was photographing in sub-zero 
temperature (-15 Celsius sometimes). The snow was up to my knees at 
times. I had to keep track of my location making sure I could trace my 
way back and find a place to shelter from the brutal condition.

If a retired man approaches you for a beginner’s lesson on photographer 
what would be your first advice? How different would it be if it were 
to be a young boy? 

My advice would be to learn how to operate the basics of the camera 
but don’t let it become that main focus. Instead take time to create 
images that mean something to you, that you can connect with.

Those would be the ones that open the window to your soul and 
likely to ignite your passion. For the retiree, let go of your biasness 
and see things from a fresh perspective. For a young boy, let your 
imagination amaze you.

Given a time travel machine to capture historic moments using your 
favourite camera where would you go and why? 

For me it has to be the demolition of the Berlin Wall. The Berlin Wall is 
not just a physical barrier. It also signifies our failure to accept others 
due to differences in idealogy. It would be a great way to capture the 
effect it has on people and the country before and after the wall has 
fallen and learn from it.

Barry Ong’s passion is photography knows no boundary. A finalist of the 2017 Sony RX Moment contest and runners up in the 
2014 VBG Anime Fiesta Photography Competition, he has no qualms in sharing his views on photography.

Windows of the world
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Please share a brief background of yourself

I have a Bachelors degree from Birmingham Conservatoire (UK) 
and completed my masters degree at the Kodály Institute of Franz 
Liszt Academy of Music (Hungary) majoring in music education. I 
was a Ella Ceshire Soprano Scholarship holder and a recipient of the 
prestigious Joseph Weingarten Prize as well. 

Tell us more about your achievements as an opera singer

I was the youngest Malaysian soloist at age of twenty five with 
Filharmonik Petronas of MPO. I was invited by Princess Galyani 
Foundation to sing a concert in Bangkok in the royal presence of 
H.R.H Princess Soamsawali of Thailand. 

In year 2016 to 2019, I had the privilege to represent Malaysia as 
Cultural & Goodwill Ambassador to Myanmar. I performed at the 
60th anniversary of the founding treaty of the European Union. I 
sang for Daw Khin Kyi Foundation (late mother of Aung San Su Kyi) 
in the respectable International Cultural and Charity Group (ICCG) 
event.

In year 2019, I performed at the Myanmar National Choir for State 
Counselor of Myanmar Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s birthday celebration. 

Do share your experience as an overseas student 

The most fruitful experience was the complete immersion in Western 
culture where classical music already has a strong following. Growing 
up in a Commonwealth country and having to undergo the British 
examination system like Cambridge A-Level, ABRSM (Associated 
Board of Royal Schools of Music) and Trinity College London music 
examinations was a worthwhile experience.

Living in the United Kingdom actually wasn’t a big cultural shock 
to me. I enjoyed a reasonable pace in studies therefore I had 
sufficient time allocated for studies and finding time to explore the 
rich heritage of the land. I was lucky enough to perform in some 
of the historical sites like Handel’s House, St. Martin Cathedral and 
Worcester Cathedral.  I worked part-time in concert halls (Town Hall, 
Symphony Hall, and Adrian Boult Hall) while doing part-time music 
tuition. It was tough trying to make ends meet. 

To be poor in cash but rich in knowledge is my driving force that 
pushes me to pursue my dreams. 

Chaing YiLing is a young soprano singer who has graced many international glittering events. Her powerful voice is earth 
shattering yet hauntingly beautiful evoking the memories of yesteryears. She finds time to let us dive into her world. 

Soprano sensation
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Why do you choose mezzo soprano?

I joined a children choir in hometown Penang. I had the privilege to 
perform when I was eight years old. Music is a form of story-telling. 
Being in an opera, you technically put yourself in the shoes of the 
character. You need to study its personality as well.
We are often given many unique roles like the flirtatious lady, cross-
dressing as a young boy.
My role includes Cherubino in Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro,Hansel in 
Humperdinck’s Hansel & Gretel, 3rd lady in Mozart’s The Magic Flute, 
Flora Bervoix in Verdi’s La Traviata, Elle in La Voix Humaine by Poulenc 
and the upcoming cover for the title role of Carmen. 

Who is your most important role model and why?

She is none other than Penangite Madame Tung Gak Hong, a soprano 
singer and a pedagogue in her seventies. She endured much hardship 
before she obtained scholarships for her vocal studies in Royal 
Academy of Music (U.K). 
She is one of the pioneers studying music overseas.
Her life story inspired me that one must never be afraid of any 
challenges in life. As long as there is a will there exist a way to conquer. 

What is your message of encouragement to the young? 

Believe in yourself. There are many ways to success. There are many 
careers that may bring you success. Believe in what you like and give 
your 100% on what you have chosen.  
At least you won’t have any regrets not trying hard enough irrespective 
of the outcome.



As a spoken word poet, I am particularly fascinated with poetry 
because I find it mysterious and exceptionally exciting. Every piece 
of written work is filled with nuances so subtle that what are taken 
away by one individual may be worlds apart from the other. The 
succinct usage of words offers different perspectives depending on 
who reads them and what is understood is quite possibly a projection 
of one’s truest self. And this I believe could bring about a sense of self 
awareness making us understand ourselves a little better.

I fell in love with the beauty and power of poetry when I discovered 
the works of Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi, a 13th-century Persian 
poet whose poetry, in my personal opinion, speaks calmly and offers 
respite. His literature has been a constant companion of mine ever 
since I started my poetry journey, keeping me inspired.

Prior to my writing career, I was once a little girl who wanted to be a 
doctor until I discovered that I have a slight case of hemophobia. So, 
I turned to numbers instead and studied Accountancy and Financial 
Management in the United Kingdom and came back home to work 
in a bank.

It’s not that it wasn’t a great job but I knew I was meant for 
something else. I have since released four volumes of poetry entitled 
Uncertainty (2014), Still (2015), Rahsia (2017), and Speak (2020).

My children’s book, The Girl Who Loves to Dance (2018) celebrates 
local traditional art with a focus on the importance of preserving 
culture and heritage. Co-published by Kakiseni and MPH Publishing, 
this book was selected by the National Book Council c/o Ministry of 
Education as one of the 50 Best Malaysian Titles for International 
Rights for 2018/19 and the issue was displayed at the Frankfurt Book 
Fair 2018. The story tells a tale of a grandmother who encourages 
her grandchild to stay true to her heart’s desire. I have had the 
opportunity to share this story, inspired by the relationship between 
my mother and my niece, in nationwide events.

I have performed everywhere from local spaces to international 
stages. I have also brought my poetry to the streets for a special 
performance in the heart of Kuala Lumpur. I actively conduct poetry 
workshops for the young and young at heart, teaching different 
aspects of learning through poetry encouraging participants to 
express themselves healthily.

Doing what I do I cannot deny that it has not been a walk in the 
park when it comes to pursuing art. This is especially so in a country 
where the misconception that international artists are always 
better. It requires relentless tenacity for artists to keep going in this 
quandary. There is indeed an urgent need to rectify this issue. Give 
our local talents a bit of your time and I promise you will be amazed.

Arisha Akhir

Words carry weight
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Music flows from the heart. It conveys the deepest of emotions which at 
times, can be too overwhelming to be expressed by words alone. Music 
can lift the spirit, relax the mind, energise the body and even help to 
manage emotions better. 

Music allows me to listen to my inner thoughts and emotions. Accepting 
and being at peace with it, I aim to be the best version of myself with 
each evolving day.

Therefore by indulging in music as a performer and music educator, 
I wish to share the beauty and joy of life through music and inspire 
my students to be a better person and musician. Music is a universal 
language that brings hope and connects people with love and empathy. 
It will prompt us to be kinder and stronger as an individual and as part 
of a community.

With the initial touch of classical music on the piano at the age of seven, 
I was then introduced to the violin, followed by classical singing. I am 
blessed to have ten years of performing experience so far.  I am still 
looking forward to many great years ahead in the beautiful world of 
music. 

My favourite choice of instrument is the violin as it is versatile in tone 
and closest to the human singing voice. My first instrument is actually 
the piano. However the very moment I first held and played the violin, I 
fell in love with it immediately as it feels like a part of my body and soul 
naturally. The connection is truly surreal.

The richness in its lower strings and vibrant high range fills every depth 
of musicality. Violin is a warm, lyrical yet powerful instrument that 
can touch one’s soul. The moment I start playing the first note, I am 
being transported into a whole different universe, painting my life with 
colours and love. It tells my story with courage and honesty even those 
fragile moments that are kept in the dark. 

Music is a freedom of speech and expressing emotions. Close your eyes 
and listen with your heart. Our stories may intertwine, or for some 
perhaps taking a walk down nostalgic memory lane.

My very first thought before a performance is how I can serve the music 
with all my heart and let the music serve the people. Despite being 
rather shy, I learn to open up my heart through music and aim to give 
my very best at all times. Hopefully at the end of every performance the 
audience will find a spark of joy, leaving with a memorable experience 
that empowers and illuminates their hearts. 

Happiness means everything to me. Being a full time performer standing 
under the spotlight, fame is inevitable at times. However, I believe that 
understanding and finding a balance between your profession and 
psychological health is pivotal in life. Personally, my direction and goal 
in life is crystal clear.

I do not solely search for fame. Rather I prefer to be my truest self 
when performing. Playing genuinely from the heart brings meaning 
and happiness to me and hopefully others. This is especially so when 
the audience appreciates and shares the same emotions through 
your music. Even strangers may feel like a long lost friend, forming 
an irreplaceable bond. Music has no boundaries. Music brings people 
together.

Reaching for the stars
Megan Mei
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If you only play music under the pressure to conform or aim to 
please everyone, you will subconsciously lose your own unique 
interpretation of life. You may be famous yet miserable in the long 
run. Life is short and precious so do not lose sight of the true purpose 
of music which is to tell your story with your vulnerability.

The simplicity of happiness is doing what you are passionate about. 
Naturally you will attract the people who love you for who you truly 
are.

I am honoured to be awarded the title of First Underwater Violin 
Performance in the Malaysia Book Of Records. I also had the privilege 
to perform as a soloist for our King and Queen on 5th October 2019. 

I then decided to embark upon the establishment of Winterwaltz 
Music Academy with the vision of sharing my love for music with 
children. Nurturing them to find confidence and joy through it in an 
ever competitive growing environment as holistic growth is my noble 
goal.

After all before children start talking they sing. Before they write 
they will draw. As soon as they are able to stand they will dance. 
Art is fundamental to human expression. It’s amazing how music can 
change your mood, thoughts and emotions. Music education is not 
just a privilege. I think it is essential to being human. 

As a performer and principal of Winterwaltz Music Academy, I wish 
that every child has the opportunity to learn music because music 
can change the world.

My story does not end here.

It is just the beginning.



Note
MINDS respects and advocates openness in discussion. Diversity of 
thinking is a catalyst for a progressive nation. The ideas presented 
do not necessarily reflect the principles of MINDS.
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