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Did you know that a power 
station was built back in 1906 
to run the electric trams which 
once plied our roads? Or that 
our streets were lit up by gas 
lamps until the 1930s? We ask 
five energy-sector pioneers to 
recall Singapore’s electrification 
history in their own words.

OUR PIONEERS 
REMEMBER

On singing during the backbreaking 
work of laying power cables 
Where would we be without the 
daily-rated employees (DREs)? In the 
1960s, laying cables to supply power 
to all parts of Singapore was pure hard 
work. Armed with sledge hammers, 
iron chisels and pickaxes, they would 
manually break through the asphalt 
road surface and granite layers to get 
to the earth below. After that, they 
had to dig a trench about 250m long 
by 1m deep to lay the cables. Twenty to 
30 DREs would sing in unison as they 
pulled the 3-tonne cable manually  
into the trench. By the early 1970s,  
we had pneumatic road-breakers.  
As the excavating work disrupted traffic 
in the day time, we sometimes had to 
work into the evenings. I remember 
angry residents shouting at us because 
of the racket the pneumatic road-
breakers made. Some even complained 
to the police and the press!

Er Soh Siew Cheong, now 73,  
was former MD of SP PowerGrid Ltd and 
Senior Advisor to EMA. He retired in 
2009 and joined a private-sector firm.

On powering the early televisions 
In the 1970s, many shops such as 
Fitzpatrick’s supermarket (now where 
Paragon is) in Orchard Road had open 
spaces in front. They installed TV sets 
and laid out benches for the public. 
One time, we had a live broadcast of 
the Miss Universe pageant. Demand 
for electricity went up by about 20 
percent. Fearing a possible system 
collapse from the surge in demand,  
I remember being called back to office 
to standby, together with all engineers 
and engineering assistants in case we 
had to act fast.

Er Michael Khor, 81, was a Chief 
Electrical Engineer who rose to the 
position of Deputy Chief Executive 
of PUB. 

On swimming trunks and rural 
electrification 
Before the late Mr Lee Kuan Yew gave 
the mandate in 1963 to accelerate 
electricity supply to the rural areas, 
most remote kampongs at that time 
had access to only private generators. 
However, because it cost $10 per 
month for each household and was 
limited to the hours from 6pm to 
midnight, not everyone could afford 
it. To supply power to these rural 
areas, overhead lines were the most 
economically viable way. I remember 
a raging storm back in 1964. It rained 
non-stop for three days. Many of the 
overhead lines were down due to 
strong winds and falling branches, 
cutting off electricity supply.  
My colleague, Karthigayan, had to put 
on swimming trunks to wade through 
the flood to restore supply at the 
McKenzie Substation.

Er Chow Futt Yeow, now 79,  
was Senior Engineer of Overhead 
Lines in 1964. He rose to become 
Deputy Superintendent of 
Transmission & Distribution at PUB. 
He retired in 1996 to start his  
own business.

On daily-rated employees and  
kacang puteh
As a daily-rated worker in the mid-
1960s, I used to cycle to work and 
back. I called it my Mercedes Benz and 
it would take me to any place I wanted 
to go. Unless there was overtime work, 
the hours were such that any daily-
rated employee could supplement  
his daily wage with additional work.  
Some would move on to part-time jobs 
after their day job. They did not depend 
on their salary, which was very little 
at $4.55 a day. Some would become 
gardeners or car washers. Some would 
go out in the evening and sell kacang 
puteh (Indian snacks and nuts). 

Mr P. Chandran, 72, who started off as 
a daily-rated electrical fitter in 1965. 
He became PUB Employees’ Union 
President in 1978 until retiring  
in 2009.

On cash-only terms at the Electricity 
Department
When I started work in 1974, my first 
pay package was $175. I remember 
the paymaster would come by twice a 
month with envelopes containing our 
salary in cash. There was no Internet 
banking then. I was taking care of 
licence applications for electrical 
workers and contractors. Back then, 
most of them couldn’t read or write. 
Since we couldn’t fill in the forms for 
them, we had to help write out their 
application on a piece of paper.  
They would then painstakingly copy 
word for word to fill up the form.  
It sometimes took up to an hour to fill 
in a simple form. Some of them were 
so nervous, their hands would shake as 
they copied out their applications.  

Mdm Siti Juriyah Bte Md Jai, 61,  
who joined the Electricity Department 
as a clerical assistant in 1974.  
The Administrative Executive today 
works in the Regulations Division of 
the Energy Market Authority. 
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