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This photograph shows KF Seetoh, founder of Makansutra, talk-
ing to an AFP reporter during an interview at the Makansutra
Gluttons Bay hawker food centre in Singapore.

A hawker showing a thumbs-up while delivering a bowl of mee
soto noodles to a customer at the Makansutra Gluttons Bay
hawker food center in Singapore.

Hawker Neo Cheng Leong (right) and his apprentice Lim Wei Keat
at Neo’s chicken rice stall in Singapore.

Stonehenge 
likely made with
stones from 
older monument

R
emains of an ancient monument in
west Wales indicate stones that
stood at the site may have been

dismantled and used to build the
Neolithic standing circle Stonehenge, a
new study suggested Friday.
Researchers believe some stones used
at Stonehenge, near Salisbury in south-
west England, were used in an earlier
monument 175 miles  away in southwest
Wales. The team behind the discovery
from University College London (UCL)
said there were key elements linking
Stonehenge, built in 3000 BC, with the
earlier stone circle named Waun Mawn.

They suggest bluestones-distinct blue
and grey stones that originated in Wales-
may have been moved by the ancient
builders of Stonehenge as their society
migrated.  The findings, due to be pub-
lished in the journal Antiquity, would
explain why the monoliths were moved
so far when most similar standing circles
from the time were built close to their
quarries. Waun Mawn is one of the old-
est stone circles in Britain and the coun-
try’s third largest. 

Its surrounding region was an impor-
tant and densely settled area until 3000
BC when activity seems to have abruptly
ended. “It’s as if they just vanished.
Maybe most of the people migrated, tak-
ing their stones-their ancestral identities-
with them,” archaeologist Mike Parker
Pearson, from UCL, said. With an esti-
mated 80 bluestones erected on
Salisbury Plain, it is likely that Waun
Mawn, in the Preseli Hills in
Pembrokeshire, was not the only monu-
ment recycled at Stonehenge, he added.
“Maybe there are more in Preseli waiting
to be found. Who knows? Someone will
be lucky enough to find them,” he said.

Scientific dating of charcoal and sed-
iment from the holes where stones
stood at the Welsh site, reveal it was
erected roughly 400 years before
Stonehenge, a UNESCO World Heritage
site. There are also indications the
builders of Stonehenge copied the mon-
ument in Wales.  Waun Mawn has a
diameter of 360 feet-the same as the
ditch that encloses Stonehenge-and
both are aligned on the midsummer sol-
stice sunrise. — AFP

O
ne of the world’s few female
whirling dervishes, Rana Gorgani
has opened up Sufism to a wider

audience, and is now making surprising
spiritual connections over Zoom thanks to
the pandemic.  French-Iranian Gorgani,
37, used to think of whirling-a sort of
“moving meditation” through which Sufis
seek to commune with the divine-as
something that should remain behind
closed doors.  Despite growing up in
France, she was initiated into the practice
while visiting Iran, a place where Sufis
often face persecution by the authorities
and dancing in general is frowned upon. 

She had never intended to perform
the whirling in public-that was something
normally reserved for men.  But a
decade ago, she decided she wanted to
share its beauty with a festival audience
in Montpellier.  “After some minutes, I
panicked and stopped for a few sec-
onds. It felt like I was breaking some
rule,” she recalled. “But I started turning
again, and heard a roar of applause, and
I told myself ‘everything is OK’.” When
people came up to her after the show,
with tears in their eyes, to thank her-she
realized this was something she wanted
to pursue full-time. 

‘Extremely intense’ 
Sufi whirling, sometimes known by the

Arabic name Sama (which means “listen-
ing”), sees performers twirl in distinctive
wide robes in a rhythmic turning that mir-
rors the movement of the Earth around the
Sun. It’s more than a dance, said

Gorgani-”it’s a prayer, an act of devotion
to the divine”. A traditional part of Sufism,
particularly in Turkey, Iran and
Afghanistan, it is normally only practiced
by women when they are separated from
men.  But for Gorgani, in Sufism-a more
spiritually focused approach to Islam
founded by followers of 13th century spiri-
tual poet Jalal al-Din Rumi-the soul is nei-
ther masculine nor feminine.

To be female and a dervish “does not
go against this spirituality”, she said. “In

Europe, I am lucky to be able to express
myself artistically and freely.”  Her parents
fled Iran after the revolution, and it was
during her first visit there at the age of 14
that Gorgani became interested in Sufism.
She has since taken part in many cere-
monies in Iran and Turkey, but often
secretly.  Now her performances have
been forced online by the pandemic, but
she has been “touched and moved” by
the number of people reaching out to
learn more about Sama. 

Her first Zoom class, during France’s
first lockdown, attracted around 100 peo-
ple and the numbers have continued to
grow as she delivers performances on
every new and full moon. To her surprise,
the experience has been “extremely
intense”, with participants saying they are
in profound need of meaning and con-
nection.  “I think I’ve helped some people
reveal something to themselves,” she
said.  While rooted in her studies in the
anthropology of music and dance, she

nonetheless likes to mix up the sound-
track, opting not only for traditional Sufi
music, but also live piano and even tradi-
tional French tunes such as those of
Jacques Brel.  “Wherever I find a state of
grace,” she said. — AFP

A
fter the pandemic torpedoed his
chance to work at a Michelin-
starred New York restaurant, Lim

Wei Keat returned to his roots by becom-
ing a Singapore street-food chef cooking
local fare. The 25-year-old is among a
growing number of young street-food
vendors-known as “hawkers” locally-
fuelling hopes that a new generation will
preserve the city-state’s culinary tradi-
tions. Singapore is full of open-air food
courts offering a wide variety of cuisines
influenced by the Southeast Asian
nation’s ethnic Chinese, Indian and
Muslim populations.

Even after the city-state ballooned into
an affluent financial hub, the hawker tradi-
tion lived on, and remains a central part
of everyday life for many. The United
Nations recognized this tradition as
“intangible cultural heritage” in
December, describing the centers where
hawkers toil as “community dining rooms”
that bring together people from diverse
backgrounds. But many chefs are head-
ing toward retirement-their median age is
59 — and young Singaporeans often
shun the trade, stoking fears that hawker
traditions and their delicious dishes could
be lost.

Lim stumbled into becoming an
apprentice hawker, only choosing to do
so as he could not take up an internship
at a US restaurant last year due to coron-
avirus travel curbs. But he feels he has
found his true calling. “Local dishes would
disappear if young people did not take
over stalls or learn (to cook) these dish-
es,” Lim told AFP. He got the apprentice-

ship through government initiatives aimed
at safeguarding the street food culture,
which has helped dozens of younger
chefs join the trade.

‘This flavor will disappear’ 
Hawkers usually focus on just one or

two dishes, from fried rice noodles and
turnip cake to curry puffs. Lim chose an
ever-popular traditional favorite-
Hainanese chicken rice-and likes to cook
it the old-fashioned way.  “I love chicken
rice, so why not start with something that I
love and I’m passionate about?” His men-

tor, 61-year-old Neo Cheng Leong, has
been selling the dish for 30 years. He
makes it from scratch every morning at
his stall, cleaning the chicken, poaching it
at just the right temperature, then cooking
the rice in chicken broth, with ginger and
scallion-infused oil.

Cuts of the tender meat are served
with a plate of the resultant fragrant rice
with garlic chilli sauce and sweetened soy
sauce, all for just Sg$3 ($2.3). His two
sons, both in their early 20s, are studying
at university and have no interest in taking
over the stall after seeing how hard their

parents worked for three decades, said
Neo. “If I don’t teach (apprentices) then
this flavor will disappear from Singapore,”
Neo told AFP. Once Lim has completed
his government-training program-which
includes two months of training under
Neo, and cooking for a panel of judges-
he can rent a stall at a heavily subsidized
rate for 15 months.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ 
Still, there are many challenges that

make it hard to lure young Singaporeans
from better-paid office jobs, such as rising
costs and long hours. And then there is
the stigma. “Back in the day, it was really
seen as a profession for those who have
no route into life,” said K.F. Seetoh, an
influential critic and entrepreneur who cre-
ated a popular guide for hawker food.
“There’s still a school of people who
would say ‘what, you want to be a hawk-
er? What’s wrong with you?’”

Hawkers are also forced to keep prices
low to compete with rivals, meaning that
making ends meet in one of the world’s
most expensive cities can be tough. Shawn
Aw, a chef who runs a noodle stall with his
60-year-old mother, admitted it was hard
work and said he only made around
Sg$1,000 ($750) per month-far below
Singapore’s median wage, Sg$4,500
($3,370), according to official data. “You
definitely have to come in early and go
home late... it’s a bit tough, you have to work
hard,” the 32-year-old told AFP. — AFP

Hawker apprentice Lim Wei
Keat preparing chicken at a

chicken rice stall in Singapore.

This photograph shows hawker apprentice
Lim Wei Keat displaying chickens at a
chicken rice stall in Singapore.

French-Iranian Rana
Gorgani, 37, used to
think of whirling as

something that should
remain behind closed
doors. — AFP photos

This photograph shows hawker apprentice Lim Wei Keat (center in red) preparing a dish at a
chicken rice stall in Singapore. — AFP photos


