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WHEN Mr and Mrs Tan Chowe Teck,
both 73, were terminally ill with cancer,
they walked their last journey unfaltering-
ly, hand in hand.

Once a burly cement-mixer driver, Mr
Tan was diagnosed with liver cancer in
2002. He relied on a walking stick when
his legs weakened after a relapse in 2007,
but made a surprise decision: He would
learn to walk again without aid.

He simply wanted to free his hand, to
hold his wife and support her as she
walked, and help her with household
chores.

Their story is captured in Departure:
Living Before Leaving, a new 85-page pho-
to-diary that opens a rare window into
the lives of eight hospice patients, record-
ing their grace and tenacity in facing
death.

The book – to be launched on Monday
at the National Library, followed by a pho-
to exhibition the next day – also captures
Mrs Tan’s love. The thyroid cancer suffer-
er continued to cook for her husband
though she could not eat. She was fed
through a tube.

Married for over 40 years, the Teo-
chew-speaking couple spent their final
days at Assisi Hospice in Thomson Road.
They had downsized earlier to a
two-room Circuit Road flat from a bigger
Woodlands apartment, and sold off their
two cement mixers to meet hefty
long-term medical expenses.

She died in August last year. But her
husband did not slump into depression,
he continued to help another hospice pa-
tient walk and get food. He died in July.

The photographer who documented
their twilight is Mr Sha Ying, 50, a super-

vising cameraman at CNBC Asia Pacific
in Singapore.

“They were a very ordinary couple,
poor and fatally sick, but they lived their
life fully and with dignity,” he recalled.
He found himself reflecting on his own
life while recording theirs, he told The
Straits Times, and felt he owed them a
debt of gratitude for teaching him to “live
my own life better”.

China-born Mr Sha was one of four
professional photographers who volun-
teered for the year-long book project, be-
ginning in the middle of last year. The oth-
ers were Lianhe Zaobao photographer
Ray Chua, Lianhe Zaobao zbNOW sub-ed-
itor Lim Jen Erh, and freelance photogra-
pher Lee Chee Ming.

The book idea was mooted by Mr
Michael Goh, managing director of local
design house, adamsapple, following the
success of a similar project for the Socie-
ty of the Physically Disabled in 2008.

Departure was funded for about
$40,000 by the Lien Foundation, which
leads the Life Before Death initiative.
This seeks to get people thinking and talk-

ing about a universally taboo subject –
death and dying – and highlights the
need for better end-of-life care. This is
done through social media, art, films and
photography.

Proceeds from 2,000 copies of the
book, which will be given out for every do-
nation of $40 and above, will go to the
Singapore Hospice Council.

Six of the eight patients featured have
since died. The two women alive today
are Madam Rani Muniandy (see other sto-
ry) and Ms Eunice Situ.

For Ms Situ, 35, as with several other
patients, the creation of loving memories
for those left behind is a pivotal process.

The lung cancer patient, now with Assi-
si Hospice Home Care, decided to tidy
and paint her Housing Board flat in Hou-
gang. She planned the mini-makeover so

the three-room flat would “remain a beau-
tiful memory” for her sister, whom she
lives with, when she is gone. Her friend al-
so held a small wedding celebration in her
modest abode.

Ms Situ declined to speak to The
Straits Times, but glimpses of her cour-
age and ardour shone through Departure.
“For life is short, we should work hard,
play hard and die hard too.

“Cancer is not the end of the world.
It’s a beginning to another stage of life,”
she was quoted as saying.

While patients like her bravely express
hope, a sense of loss saturates the book’s
photographs and narratives.

For the intimate photo-essay on the
late Edward Chiang, 49, he asked to
change into his work uniform.

A man of few words, he was a com-
pletely different person whenever he
donned his navy Customs officer attire.
His eyes lit up. There was a new air of
confidence about him. He posed gamely
with his wife, son and daughter.

His photographer, Mr Lee, penned this
for the book: “Suddenly, my camera lens

seemed to have transformed into a time
machine as it took Edward back to his hey-
day as a Customs officer.”

He sensed that Mr Chiang was ex-
tremely proud of his former job, and con-
tinued to relish it in his final days before
he died of heart failure last December.

The late Madam Asmah Abdullah, 55,
described a deep nostalgia for her child-
hood in the Philippines before she died of
a brain tumour recently.

While being photographed, the day-
care patient at HCA Hospice Care sang a
Spanish song she had learnt when she
was 13. She asked if she could pose next
to a photo of herself in her glowing 20s.

Yet, resilience was in abundant supply
amid loss, even in the photos or recollec-
tions of daily life.

Wisecracking Ramli Kassan, 60, would
sew curtains and cushions at home before
he died of pelvic cancer this August.

Former tugboat operator Siaji Abdul
Rahman, 59, looked to “little joys” like
playing with his beloved granddaughter,
Sharifah, a toddler. He died of bone can-
cer in December last year.

So the book is a “travelogue” showing
that departures are sorrowful – but some
have embarked on final journeys with spir-
it and courage, braced by loved ones and
palliative care.

Mr Lee Poh Wah, chief executive of
the Lien Foundation, says the book poig-
nantly depicts how families are brought
closer through terminal illness and hos-
pice care. “The patients’ strength and
courage remind us that life can be rich, au-
thentic and meaningful, even in the shad-
ows of death,” he added.

“We are thankful for these lessons and
the privileged insight into their journey.”
siewhua@sph.com.sg

DEPARTURE: Living Before Leaving is
an 85-page photo-diary of eight
hospice patients, and their dignified
encounter with death and dying.

A copy of the hardcover book will
be given for every donation of $40 and
above.

The volume comes with a CD of a
song, Together In Life, sung by local
artiste Phoebee Ong, 29. The CD can
be purchased separately for $10.

Proceeds from sales of the 2,000
books are tax deductible, and will go to
the Singapore Hospice Council (SHC).
This is the umbrella body for providers
of hospice and palliative care.

The books are available from HCA
Hospice Care, Assisi Hospice, Metta
Hospice Care and Dover Park Hospice.

Or e-mail the Singapore Hospice
Council to order the book at $45 each,
which includes mailing.

The book will be launched on
Monday at the National Library.

The photo exhibition of the patients
is on from Tuesday to Wednesday at
the library.

You can also view pictures online at
www.lifebeforedeath.com/departure

About the book

Mr and Mrs Tan Chowe Teck, both 73, had cancer but supported and
cared for each other to their last days. PHOTO: SHA YING

Lung cancer patient Eunice Situ (right), 35, with sister Fedora.
Creating loving memories is important to her. PHOTO: LEE CHEE MING

MADAM Rani Muniandy, 39, who
was diagnosed with breast cancer
in May 2008, quit her job as a ma-
chinist working 12-hour shifts at
hard-drive manufacturer Seagate
last month after a relapse.

She needs the income, but is
growing weaker. Yet she says she
feels blessed and is grateful to
have seen her only child, Rohan,
15, grow up into a responsible
young man. The once-playful Sec-
ondary Three student is staying
home these school holidays to
spend time with Mum at their
four-room flat in Woodlands.

He prepares toast and coffee
for her breakfast, and is una-

bashed about hugging and hold-
ing her hand in public, she told
The Straits Times. Her mother
cooks vegetarian meals for her,
and her courier husband labours
hard to pay the bills.

Though she is going through
chemotherapy for Stage Four can-
cer, her zest for life impresses her
doctors and nurses.

Ms Amy Lim, 44, her home
care nurse, said Madam Mu-
niandy has encouraged cancer pa-
tients at Singapore General Hospi-
tal or phoned them at home.

“Life has never been smooth
for Rani. Sometimes she cries her
heart out. But she bounces back.
Her attitude is amazing. She says

as long as she lives, she wants to
encourage others,” said Ms Lim,
a nurse at HCA Hospice Care who
has visited her patient regularly
for one-and-a-half years now.

Last week, Madam Muniandy
rode in a taxi with her family –
walking would have sapped her
strength – to revel in the Orchard
Road light-up.

“The blue lights gave me a
good feeling,” she said. “I am al-
so very thankful for my family.
They don’t treat me like a patient
but motivate me with positive
thinking.”

A Hindu, she prays and medi-
tates every morning.

“I am already prepared for any-
thing. My heart and willpower
are strong,” she declared.

Her warm voice turned fleet-
ingly wistful, however, when she
thought about leaving Rohan.

“I want to leave a good memo-
ry for my son. I tell him, when
Mummy is not with you, you still
have to be good to people.”

Former Customs officer Edward Chiang, 49, was a man of few words but gained an air of confidence
whenever he donned his uniform, gamely posing for photos. He died last December. PHOTO: LEE CHEE MING

Madam Rani Muniandy, 39, walks on the beach at Sembawang Park with her son, Rohan. She has kept her zest for life
since finding out she had cancer in 2008, even lending words of encouragement to other patients. PHOTO: RAY CHUA

New book details how
eight hospice patients
face death with grace

LIVING BEFORE LEAVING

Zest for life helps
her stay strong
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