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It did not take Mr Chow long to master the skill of cut-
ting keys and unlocking doors with wires. As a teenager, 
he recognised the temptation of the craft that could 
have possibly led him wayward. Fortunately, he kept his 
integrity and gained the trust of his father’s customers 
after inheriting the business. Even though he never adver-
tised, his customers and their following generations kept 
returning. Eventually, he was the keysmith of choice, even 
for high profile hotels, banks and vault systems. He rose 
to the challenge and put together teams that built vault 
doors and safes. Even as times evolved and card scanning 
systems and codes were soon introduced, Mr Chow stuck 
stubbornly and fearlessly by his passion. 

Cutting keys for more than half his lifetime now, Mr 
Chow's experience allows him to tell an original key from 
a bad copy. Being able to cut keys with just a number com-
bination or with simple hand tools, without the aid of any 
machinery, he remains the key cutter of choice for many, 
especially when it comes to pieces the machines cannot 
cut, such as those for safes as the keys required are slightly 
more complicated to decipher. While other keysmiths 
would choose to turn down these jobs or charge exces-
sively, these are challenges Mr Chow would be more than 
happy to embrace.

While the word “Handy” in his store name refers to con-
venience, it was always about offering quality service to 
his customers. It was never Mr Chow’s intention to simply 
make money, but to create a trustworthy business. Each 
completed key is marked with the Handy Service stamp as 
a testament to Mr Chow’s sense of perfection and responsi-
bility for every piece of key he cuts. 

Mr Chow owns over 20 key cutting machines that came 
from various generations, and even though he does not 
have any use for most of them anymore–some are old and 
have “retired earlier than him”–he still keeps them as they 
hold great sentimental value.

He shares that the older he becomes, and the more keys 
and locks he makes, the more interested and passionate 
he becomes. It is a job that he wants to do better than 
anyone else. He keeps old books, magazines and notes of 
various key types and locks and still reads them regularly. 
Till today, at 66, he believes that he is still part of a learn-
ing process that will never be fully complete.

Visit Handy Service at 101 Upper Cross Street, #02-51 People's 
Park Centre, Singapore.
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ABSOLUT ELYX

THE CRAFT OF 
PERFECTION

Collections of keys sit on hooks of a cart, awaiting to be 
assigned a unique combination of numbers that would 
define their five, sometimes six, body of teeth, all cut to 
perfection by Mr Chow Ho Weng, who runs Handy Service 
in a cart located at the heart of Chinatown. 

At a time when skeleton keys were the norm, a young Mr 
Chow learnt about the trade and skills of traditional key 
cutting from his father. Delving into the mysterious world 
of keys and locks, experimenting with wires and lock picking 
was his childhood play and growing up was about crafting 
perfect combinations, and polishing them until they fit. 

Mr Chow Ho Weng, keysmith of Handy 
Service, is a craftsman celebrated by 
ABSOLUT ELYX, as part of The Craft Of 
Perfection campaign, with an open exhibi-
tion held from the 29th of March to the 
5th of April, 2013.
 
ABSOLUT ELYX is a premium vodka 
that honours the roots of Swedish spirit-
making tradition. Manually distilled in 
a copper column still from 1929, and 
handcrafted from a single harvest of 
Swedish winter wheat, ABSOLUT ELYX is 
the result of century-old expertise, passed 
down through generations of Swedish 
vodka makers. In the spirit of this unique 

creation, ABSOLUT ELYX launched The 
Craft Of Perfection campaign to highlight 
the importance and significance of local 
craftsmanship and artisanal trades that are 
now a rarity in modern, urban Singapore.
 
The Craft Of Perfection campaign pays 
tribute to artisanship in Singapore by 
showcasing a craftsman’s journey and 
heritage through his or her everyday life. 
It spotlights not only the age-old tools 
and quality materials that have shaped 
the craft, but also the traditions and skills 
passed down through generations—the 
human touch of the craftsman and years 
of unwavering dedication and toil through 

generations of craft-making.
         
Through this campaign, the public will 
discover the humble beginnings of a local 
craftsman and the rich experiences behind 
the craft. By featuring the stories of a 
craftsman like Mr Chow, ABSOLUT ELYX 
aims to show that craftmanship cuts across 
various disciplines and backgrounds, and 
yet one unifying trait that all craftsmen 
share is a relentless pursuit of perfection 
that is a craft in itself. 
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www.absolutelyx.sg

—Championing the art and spirit 
of time-honoured trades.
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When walking down the Lorong Liput entrance to Hol-
land Village, there is a shaded section towards the left 
where a vast, colourful array of magazines, newspapers 
and periodicals—both mainstream and eclectic—sits. 
Third-generation owner Mr. P Senthilmurugan, known to 
his customers as Sam, has kept the long-running heart-
land newsstand afloat out of sheer love for the business. 
The soft-spoken man shares his take on new media and 
lesser-known facts about the popular family-run store. 

Thambi Magazine Store has been around for a long time. How 
did it start?
My grandfather, Govindasamy, was a migrant from India 
who came to Singapore in the 1930s. He delivered news-
papers on bicycle in the Holland Village kampong. At that 
time, my father, G.P. Thambi, was still schooling when he 
met with an accident. He didn’t go back to his studies and, 
instead, helped my dad with his business. The British sol-
diers who stayed in Chip Bee Gardens would ask my father 
for popular magazines. In 1996, we got the shop space.

And you took over soon after? How did your father show you  
the ropes?
I was preparing to become a seaman but it was too 
labour-intensive. From young, I helped my dad to sort the 
newspapers early every morning, at seven, to get pocket 
money. But when he had diabetes later on, I took over 
the family business. I never wanted to do it, but I’m really 
thankful to my dad because my love for the business grew 
over time. He tells me that the more you struggle, the 
better you will be.

What was the publishing industry like back then, as compared  
to now?
Back then, money was small but value was big. The indus-
try today has reached its peak; you can get any magazine 
easily. People say that technology is killing the industry, 
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but I think the trade will survive. Browsing magazines at a 
shop is more relaxing than searching for titles on the net.

My friends have told me to diversify, saying, “All young-
sters are now on iPhones or iPads. WHSmith and Borders 
have all gone down.” Others also said my business would 
die during the dot-com boom. I’ve had good times, and 
days where I had to struggle, but nothing ventured, noth-
ing gained.

Since taking over, what new elements did you introduce to the 
business?
In those days, my father would wrap up the magazines. 
But there would be no exposure to new customers this 
way. So, I came up with the display and how the magazines 
should be categorised. Magazine display is an art. One 
subject can have different angles. You must know the titles 
well to classify them.

Who are your regulars? Do people come from afar?
Some Indonesian customers come to the shop every 

month and spend up to a few hundred dollars each time. 
I’ve also seen ministers, actresses and football players 
browsing at my shop. Customers who have migrated also 
pop by for a chat when they come back. 

You’ve lived in Holland Village for many years. What is the com-
munity like here?
My father’s kampong friends are still around. There used 
to be an open-air theatre here and I’m friends with the 
son of the owner. My staff is also family. My sister does the 
accounting while my mom, wife, cousin and myself take 
turns to run the store. My brother collects the magazines 
from the suppliers. I have three to four other staff, some 
of whom have been here since my father’s time.

What are some obscure titles that people ask for?
Those unapproved ones! People kept asking for Cosmopol-
itan and Maxim. Until there was a local version, we kept 
having problems with the censor board. 

What is your vision for Thambi?
I’d love to bring in more titles with a bigger space. The 
magazine industry is like a big universe. There’s monthly, 
bi-monthly and quarterly magazines. You can re-print 
books again and again, but the content stays the same. 
Magazines always have to update themselves so there’s 
always new material. You can get lost in them.

Will you sell the shop in the future or pass it down to your chil-
dren?
I need to find the right person who will do it not just for 
money’s sake. Until I die, I’ll do this. My children love the 
magazines; my daughter loves Reader's Digest. It’s up to my 
children, but they must first complete their education and 
have a real interest in the business to run it.

Visit Thambi Magazine Store at 211 Holland Avenue, #01-K4, 
Holland Road Shopping Centre, Singapore.

I never wanted to do it, but I’m 
really thankful to my dad because 
my love for the business grew over 
time. He tells me that the more you 

struggle, the better you will be.

—P. Senthilmurugan, or “Sam,” 
on the ups and downs of the 
magazine industry.


