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When you work 15-hour days,
chances are, it is not easy to find a
girlfriend.

Indeed, that was the case for
fruit-seller Soon Sze Han, 46, who
logged long, punishing hours at Pa-
sir Panjang Wholesale Market.

“Any woman will be scared off
by my working hours,” said the
46-year-old.

But he was keen to get married.
So, three years ago, Mr Soon, who
had never dated, walked into a
matchmaking agency to explore
the possibility.

Of the three Vietnamese women
he met there, he chose one from a
village in Ho Chi Minh City. Aged
25, she was 18 years his junior.

“She was the oldest there al-
ready. I walked by and she winked
at me,” he said.

They married in December 2006
and now live in a three-room flat in
Chinatown with his parents.

Matchmaking agencies said
such marriages between couples
where there is a big age gap are com-
mon.

More proof of such unions has
come from the National Popula-
tion Secretariat (NPS).

Last week, it revealed that mar-
riages between men above 40 and
non-Singaporean women doubled
from 18 per cent in 1998 to 35 per
cent last year.

Of these marriages, four-fifths of
the brides are aged under 40. Over
90 per cent of them are from Asia,
though the NPS did not specify the
countries.

In the past few years, the mush-
rooming of matchmaking agencies
has brought an influx of brides
from Vietnam and China.

Singaporean men, usually in
their 30s to 50s, pay between
$5,000 and $20,000 for a match.

Some go overseas to check out
their prospective brides while there
are also agencies which fly the
women in to meet the men.

Agencies said men above 45
make up between 30 and 50 per
cent of their clients. They usually
say it is hard to find a Singaporean
wife.

The foreign brides tend to be
young, between 18 and 30.

Mr Mark Lin, owner of Vietnam
Brides International, observes that
out of 100 men, “95 would want a
pretty girl. More than 70 would
want a young girl”.

His oldest client is 82; he mar-
ried a 21-year-old.

Matchmakers also said it is diffi-
cult to find eligible, older foreign
women.

Mr Francis Toh, who runs First
Overseas International Matchmak-
er, said that as Vietnamese women
tend to marry young, those in their
late 20s would usually already have
boyfriends or are married.

The Vietnamese women he
brings in are mostly between 18
and 25 years old.

In contrast, the women from
China tend to be older, with some
in their 30s. They tend to marry lat-
er and are more selective.

Vietnam Brides’ Mr Lin, who
has brought together more than
200 couples, said about 30 per cent
of the women do not mind an old-
er man, even if he is more than 20
years their senior.

“What they want is security. If
their husbands are loving and fi-
nancially stable, age is not an is-
sue,” he said.

“If they are looking for young
and handsome men, they can find
them in Vietnam; why would they
want to come to Singapore to get
married?”

But other matchmakers are
more wary; they feel that a big age
gap could hurt a marriage.

In fact, some agencies regularly
turn away men aged above 50. One
of them is Life Partner Matchmaker
which specialises in Vietnamese
brides.

Its owner Janson Ong feels there
is no point helping this group of
men find a match. “If something
happens to them, what’s going to
happen to their wives and chil-
dren?” he asked.

He noted that most women
would not be willing to marry a
much older husband. “It’s human
nature. Who will want to marry an
old man?”

Another matchmaker, Mr Loi
Eng Tuang of South Phoenix Mar-
riage Centre, said he does not en-
courage his clients or the women to
marry someone 25 years apart in
age.

He said the age difference may
lead to communication problems.
He has heard of young foreign
brides who have affairs with young-
er men as a result of that.

But not every man is looking for
a very young bride.

Matchmakers said some men
pick older women as they are seen
as more stable and mature.

Take the case of Mr Tong Boon
Hai, 52. When his wife died of lung
cancer three years ago, the car
painter flew to Hainan Island for
five days to look for a bride.

His criteria? She must be of good
character, know how to take care of
a family and be in her 30s.

“I didn’t want a bride who’s too
young. I think the age gap
shouldn’t be too wide or else we
won’t be compatible,” he said.

Of the six girls he met, he ended
up marrying Wang Yan, who was
31 then.

Today, they are proud parents of
a 14-month-old daughter. Mr Tong
also has three children aged 15, 24
and 25 from his first marriage.

All live together in a four-room
flat in Jurong East.

“She gets along well with my
children and she helps me run the
household. I’m very happy with
my decision,” he said.
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Do you think a big age gap is
bad for a marriage?
Send your comments to
suntimes@sph.com.sg

Mr Yap Hock Soon is 53 and his wife is 19.
But looking at them, you’d think that

such a wide age gap is no barrier to love.
They are affectionate to each other –

holding hands and hugging each other
while showing off their wedding video to
The Sunday Times.

In February, Mr Yap married Ms Ngo
Thi Nhan, a petrol attendant from
Vietnam.

The divorcee, who has two sons aged
21 and 23, decided to find a new bride
when his marriage ended five years ago.

“My sons encouraged me to find
someone to take care of me. They are
English-educated and very liberal in their
thinking,” the director of an electronics
company said in Mandarin.

Over the next few years, he made
several trips to matchmaking agencies here
and screened tens of women, but did not
go on any dates or find a suitable match.

In November last year, he met Ms Ngo
at Vietnam Brides International, a foreign
bride agency in Orchard Plaza.

Mr Yap said it was love at first sight for
him. “It’s very hard to explain it. It’s just
an affinity,” he said.

Ms Ngo was sitting at the agency with
about 10 other women, all waiting to be
chosen.

A few days later, he called the agency to
set up a wedding date with Ms Ngo. She
agreed to the marriage through the
agency.

During the three months before their
wedding, they went out every day, mostly
to attractions such as Sentosa and East
Coast Park.

Although she could speak only a
smattering of Mandarin, they managed to
communicate.

Ms Ngo is from a village near the
Vietnam-Cambodia border. She is the
fourth child in the family and her parents
sell noodles.

Her eldest sister, who is in her 20s, also
married a foreigner – a Taiwanese.

In February, Mr Yap and his new bride
threw a lavish 20-table dinner in her
hometown. There was even a concert to
entertain the guests.

Mr Yap said he did not buy any other
gifts for her family.

In Singapore, they hosted a 10-table
dinner for Mr Yap’s relatives at Hung Kang
restaurant near Hong Lim Park. His ex-wife
did not allow their sons to attend.

All in, he said he spent about $20,000
on the matchmaking fees and wedding.

He is applying for permanent residency
for Ms Ngo, who is on a long-term visit
pass valid for a year.

They live in a condominium in
Serangoon with his 93-year-old mother
and a maid.

Signs of their newly wed status are
evident in their spacious bedroom. The
walls are decorated with blown-up pictures
from their wedding. Two traditional “xi”
paper cuttings – an emblem used in
Chinese weddings – are pasted on the
walls.

They still go on dinner dates and enjoy
evening walks at East Coast Park.

Even though friends have mistaken her
for his daughter, Mr Yap said he is not
embarrassed about their age gap.

“When my wife and I go for meals at
coffee shops, the men will stare at my
wife. But I’m not angry; in fact, I feel very
proud because this just shows that she is
very beautiful.”

He said he did not set out to marry a
young bride.

“I heard that in Vietnam, most women
marry young. If you are not married after
you are 22, you are considered overaged,”
he added.

He would encourage friends to marry
foreigners. “They don’t have such high
expectations, not like Singaporean
women.”

Asked if he is worried that Ms Ngo
would leave him when he grows old, he
quipped: “If she doesn’t want me, then I
change another one, lor.”

They have no plans to have children
yet.

“She wants a child but we will go slow.
At my age, it will be quite difficult to raise
a child. They can be quite a headache.”
Jamie Ee Wen Wei
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Mr Yap Hock Soon, 53, a director of an
electronics firm, with his wife Ngo Thi Nhan,
19, a petrol attendant from Vietnam, in their
bedroom (right), decorated with pictures
from their wedding in February. Their
wedding album is seen above.
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A British insurance scheme that
bears the legal and other costs of
the litigant if he loses his civil suit
may see its first use in a court case
here.

Englishwoman Jane Rebecca
Ong (right), 52, who is suing three
parties for negligence over an earli-
er case, has applied for insurance
cover under Britain’s After The
Event (ATE) scheme.

She is doing so as one of the par-
ties in her suit is a British-based ac-
counting firm, among other things.

The scheme, a form of legal aid,
underwrites the costs of litigants
who would otherwise not be able
to afford the fees and would be de-
terred from pursuing their civil
claims.

It pays the opponent’s legal
costs should the insured party lose,
as well as the latter’s costs – such as
court fees.

In 1991, Ms Ong sued her moth-

er-in-law for a share of the $24 mil-
lion estate of her late father-in-law,
the Indonesian tycoon Ong Seng
King.

Ms Ong had by then separated
from her husband. She has custody
of their three children and the di-
vorce is pending. In 2003, she was
awarded $3.4 million in the suit
against her mother-in-law.

For her present suit here, she has
to put up a security deposit – a re-
quirement if she loses her case and
has to pay the other parties’ legal
fees and any costs awarded against
her.

She paid some $180,000 into the
court as security after a High Court
hearing in February but the lawyers
who were sued took the case to the
Court of Appeal, seeking a hike in
the deposit to $250,000.

The lawyers argued that the case
against them was costly and that
she was unable to afford the legal
fees.

Their appeal was thrown out
and the case is progressing with a
pre-trial conference held last Fri-

d a y . T h e
three parties
Ms Ong is
now suing
are account-
ants and law-
yers hired
then to help
her fight her
earlier case.

The ac -
countants
were engaged
to assess the

size of the estate, while the law firm
represented her between 1996 and
2006.

Ms Ong claims the accountants
were negligent as their report inflat-
ed the number and value of the es-
tate’s assets.

She further alleges that the law-
yers were negligent in failing to
raise key issues when she was fight-
ing her mother-in-law for a share of
the estate.

Ms Ong is seeking damages, but
the accountants and lawyers are
counter-claiming for unpaid profes-

sional fees.
It is understood that Ms Ong’s

application for ATE insurance is be-
ing processed by the British insurer;
a positive outcome will see its first
use here.

The scheme has been operating
in England and Wales since 2000.

London-based Mr Mike Bonner,
director of Temple Legal Protec-
tion, a major ATE provider in Eng-
land and Wales, said about 75 per
cent were personal injury claim cas-
es.

Disputes between parties in in-
testate matters were among the oth-
er cases, he told The Sunday Times.

Mr Bonner said premiums range
from £90 (S$217) for traffic acci-
dent cases, to about £60,000 for
complex commercial cases.

With ATE, the premiums are in-
cluded as part of the legal costs,
which means the client does not
have to pay the sum.

The scheme was started to com-
plement legal aid in Britain.

Lawyers here were in favour of a
similar scheme in Singapore, for

which changes to the law here will
be required.

They said the use of insurers
could benefit cases where the poten-
tial clients were hesitant for lack of
funds.

One case is that of former
full-time national serviceman Jere-
my Tan, now comatose for almost
three years after being injured in
camp.

The family won its suit in Janu-
ary and Mindef was ordered to pay
$33,000 in legal costs.

The family is currently in talks
with Mindef on the compensation
amount to be paid.

The lawyers pointed out that the
family filed their claim only after
they had sought the help of lawyer
Lau Teik Soon, who acted pro bono
initially.

ATE insurance could have been
an option, if available.

“This is a good workable
scheme, especially in cases where
litigants are faced with mounting
costs as matters progress and then
give up when they realise it is going

to cost them an arm or a leg,” said
lawyer Gurcharanjit Singh, who as-
sisted Dr Lau.

Lawyer R.S. Bajwa, who defend-
ed Madam Amutha Valli in an exor-
cism suit against Novena Church,
two priests and others, which she
lost in February, said the scheme is
sound in principle but implementa-
tion is an issue.

“It is difficult to predict the out-
come of a case, and costs are bound
to mount especially when the case
goes on appeal. The case can go ei-
ther way,” he said.

Madam Valli now faces a
$372,000 legal bill.

The British scheme provides for
a rigorous risk assessment process
before ATE is approved – a case like
Madam Valli’s might not have
been approved. To be eligible, a
case must have a reasonable chance
of success.

In Britain, ATE is catching on.
“We expect to underwrite £10 mil-
lion this year – it is definitely a
growing business,” said Mr Bonner.

More older Singaporean men are
marrying younger foreign brides

The groom
with
white hair

34-year
gap is no
barrier for
newly
weds

Legal costs insurance plan may be used here
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