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Who were the Samsui 
Women? 
The Samsui women came from China, 
specifically an area in the Guangdong 
province known as “sanshui” (三⽔) or 
“samshui” in Cantonese. It means “three 
rivers”, and is where three rivers — the Bei 
Jiang (北江),  Xi Jiang (⻄江) and Sui Jiang 
(绥江)— meet. 

In the 1930s, a number of women from 
Sanshui came to Singapore to find work. At 
the time, China was experiencing floods and 
famines. People were very poor and there 

was not much work. 

The interesting thing about the Samsui women was that they didn’t do the kind of work most 
women did back then. No sewing or washing laundry for them! They wanted to do men’s 
work. They had worked in farms in China and were not afraid to do hard labour. 

So when Samsui women came to Singapore, they went to work on construction sites, tin 
mines and rubber estates. They helped build many buildings in Singapore. Without workers 
like the Samsui women, Singapore would not look the same today, 

There are very few Samsui women around these days. But you can still see images of the 
Samsui women around Singapore. Why do you think these women are still remembered? 

Have you seen these “Samsui women” 
around Singapore?
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“Uniform” of the Samsui Women 
In the past, it was easy to spot a Samsui woman as they dressed in a very distinctive way. 
Each part of their “uniform” tells a story about these women and their values. Colour in this 
Samsui woman’s “uniform” after reading about the different parts. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This headdress was worn to 
protect the Samsui woman’s 
head from falling bricks, or 
even the sun. 


Most Samsui women wore 
RED headdresses as it was a 
lucky colour for the Chinese. 

The Samfu was a 
practical outfit worn by 
Chinese women in the 
past. 


The Samsui women wore 
DARK colours. They 
worked outdoors, and 
their clothes would get 
very dirty. 

The Samsui women were very 
frugal. Some of them would make 
their own shoes out of string and 
old car tires.



The Samsui woman’s room  
Many Samsui women used to live in shophouses in Singapore’s Chinatown. Their rooms 
were small and they lived with several other Samsui women.  

The Samsui women were thrifty. They cooked their own meals and only bought what was 
necessary. Most of their money went to their families in China. As the Samsui women did not 
read or write, they would hire letter writers to pen letters to their families. 

Now that you know more about the Samsui women, look at this drawing and circle eight (8) 
items that DON’T BELONG in the room of a Samsui woman.  
 

More clues! Look for the following: A pair of dumbells, a toaster, a ukulele, a laptop, a Harry 
Potter, a Nintendo Switch, a mobile phone and a hard hat.



Built by the Samsui Women 
The Samsui women helped to build many of the buildings in Singapore. Read the clues and 
guess the names of these buildings and structures that the Samsui women worked on. 

I join the eastern part of Singapore to the city. 

I was built in the 1950s and opened by then Chief 
Minister Lim Yew Hock. 

My name was a symbol of Singapore’s goal of 
independence. 

I am the  
M_ _ _ _ _ _ B_ _ _ _ _ 
 

I was built in the 1930s. 
Up to 2005, judges, lawyers and 
criminals walked through my halls. 
I am now a national monument. 
I am now part of the National 
Gallery, but I used to be known as 
the  
S _ _ _ _ _ _ C _ _ _ _ 
 

I was opened in 1955. 
At 18 storeys, I was once the tallest building in Southeast 
Asia. 
Now I am used for service apartments. 
Then I was known as the  
A _ _ _ I _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Building. 
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Merdeka Bridge, Supreme Court, Asia 
Insurance Building, Bank of China, Toa 
Payoh



 
I am another skyscraper in the business district. 
My original block was also 18 storeys high.  
I am home to the  

Bank of C_ _ _ _ 

 

Most Singaporeans live in blocks 
like me. 
I am the first housing estate in 
Singapore planned and built by the 
HDB. 
I am a block in 
  
T _ _ P _ _ _ _ 
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Learn more about the Samsui women 

We may not be able to see Samsui women around 
Singapore any longer, but there are other ways to learn 
more about the Samsui! 

On YouTube, you can watch interesting short videos 
featuring Samsui Women. There, you will also find an 

interesting Chinese drama series named “Hong You Jing” (红头⼱) that was inspired by the 
Samsui women. It was made in the 1980s by the Singapore Broadcasting Corporation. 


