From the editor
It's a brand new year! It's also a time when people make a list of what they
want to achieve in the new year. Here's a tip I've found to be effective in
actually achieving those goals (typically known as New Year's Resolutions).
Limit your goals to at most 3.
Better yet, just have one.
One? Yes, one. It's more likely that you'll actually achieve something. What
happens if you achieve it before the end of the year?
Come up with another goal.
I believe a long list of goals gives people an excuse for not actually doing
anything. "I have a long list! I can't possibly accomplish them all!" Then do
just one.
You don't need a new year to come with new goals. Accomplish something
meaningful to you. Then come up with another meaningful goal. Repeat.
Have a great 2012!

Vincent Tan
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Even Baby Steps Can Be Hard

Every step hurt.
I had formed a blister on the 4th toe of my left foot. I could feel the
beginnings of a new blister on my right big toe. My feet hurt. I was
perspiring, but the sweat evaporated under the hot sun and itinerant
breezes. The backpack started to feel like a ton of rocks.
I stopped in my tracks, and looked up. Ahead of me was a slight incline
upwards. "I can't climb that!" I thought, even though it wasn't high, and
the incline wasn't steep. My throat was parched. Every breath out of my
nose felt hot on my upper lips. My arms didn't want to do anything
except hang loosely by my sides.
And I was just about halfway through my journey. This was not good.
***
I was a student in university then. It was the school holidays, and I was
bored, and a brilliant idea came to me. I've always been fascinated by
those long journeys travelled by heroes and adventurers in stories. So I
wanted to feel what that was like, albeit in a modern jungle and without
the man-eating monsters.
I took a map and traced a path that's near "civilisation" (meaning I could
get help quickly in case I needed it). This planned path had a large
portion of it following the Singapore train tracks, or travelling close to
the tracks. By my rough estimations, it's about 22 kilometres, or about
half a marathon.
Embarking on something like that was interesting and exciting. And
would also be ridiculed by other people "with more sense than that".
But it would be fun. And also I was bored.

In preparation for the first actual journey of my life, I drank lots of water
the day before to prevent dehydration. I packed light, with a compass
(yes I packed a compass in case I got lost. How do you get lost while a
couple of kilometres away from people? Just in case) and a map and an
umbrella (in case the weather went awry). I decided food and water
shouldn't be a problem, since I wouldn't be far from civilisation anyway.
On the day itself, I woke early and went for breakfast. Then I started
walking.
***
It was the last part of the journey. On the map, I was close to my
destination. Pasir Ris train station was the final stop, the eastern
terminal train station in Singapore.
I stood frozen. A long stretch of road laid before me. I didn't expect
that. I looked around and there's no evidence of people around. No
houses. No apartments. No coffee shops. Just one long stretch of road,
running almost parallel to the train tracks. Luckily there was a small
pathway, but it was mainly for cyclists. I mean, who'd walk with no
shelter on a long path beside the road where cars zoom by? (that would
be me...)
I had to make a decision. According to the map, the other option would
be to make a long detour, but it would be along roads that were beside
housing apartments. But I was tired, hungry and I didn't think my legs
could carry me much further.
So I took off my cap (to shield my face from the Singapore sun), ruffled
my hair to breathe some air over my head, and put it back on. I
shouldered my backpack, and then started to focus on just putting one
more step in front of another.

At last, I stepped into the shade of the Pasir Ris train station. My legs
felt wooden, my thigh muscles had already stiffened up. I didn't think I
could bend at my knees then, because I wouldn't have the strength to
keep myself up.
I just stood there and watched the people walked by me for a few
minutes. I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Either would probably
draw some curious attention. In the end, I did neither. I just stood there.
5 hours had passed since I started my walk. I had stopped a couple of
times, only long enough to buy a drink and gulp down the liquid. I'd
drain the bottled drink and then I'd continue walking.
I had felt the heat of the sun. I had breathed the exhaust from the
vehicles on the road. I had climbed stairs to cross bridges. I had stopped
(gratefully) at traffic lights. I went past a dilapidated school. I saw
temples. I walked through an industrial estate, where paint smells
hovered in the air, and the sound of electric saws rang out. It rained on
me once but I had my unbrella.
Finally, I decided to get something to eat. It was about 2pm. I went to
McDonald's and ordered a fish burger, some fries, and the largest cup of
iced lemon tea they had. I carried my food up to the second floor of the
restaurant and then sat down. I was so happy and relieved that I almost
cried.
I made it.
I was eating my burger, and it was only then that I realised there were
some white flakes on my hand. I touched them and they felt grainy.
Then I realised it was salt. I had perspired and sweat had evaporated so
many times that the salt crystals were visible.

It was also then that I realised my face must be a wreck. How did I look
to the person serving me while I was ordering food? What went through
people's minds when they saw me? I realised I didn't care very much at
that moment.
I finished my food and went to clean myself up. Man there were a lot of
salt crystals! I washed my face and hands thoroughly. I didn't think to
bring an extra shirt. I probably stunk. Scratch that. I stunk. I didn't care.
I went to the train station and took the train back home. And to think I
planned to walk back home.
***
People say a journey begins with the first step. Start with baby steps. I
can tell you first-hand that even baby steps are hard. I wasn't doing
anything momentously hard. It's just putting one foot forward. Then
putting the other foot forward. I learnt a lot about myself that day.
What happens when a goal is only meaningful to you? What happens if
there's no one supporting what you do? What happens if things don't
work out the way you planned? What if you're tired and hungry and
thirsty and the end is not in sight? What if you don't even know how
close you are to your goal?
***
Just so you know, I've done that journey a few more times. My fastest
time is 4 hours 15 minutes. Walking helps me think. On those journeys,
I'm just training my mental discipline, particularly towards the end.
And the background picture was taken when I was in New Zealand.

There was an accident here between a bus and a car. There
was at least one fatality.
It reminded me brutally of how I want to spend my life.
Don't wait on your dreams. Even a baby step is worth it.

On happier thoughts, a nearby park is getting a facelift.
We're getting there...

Missing Cinderella.

This one is just random. It was taken at Orchard Road.

Where does it lead to...

... a Christmas tree!
This was in a public library.

My goodness, what's this?

Here's an interesting phenomenon in Singapore. Christmas and the
Chinese New Year are usually close to each other. Chinese New Year is
based on the lunar calendar instead of the Gregorian calendar. It falls
on 23 January in 2012. So the shopping malls have an interesting
problem.
How do you put up decorations for one holiday, and make the least
amount of effort to put up decorations for another holiday? You reuse
as much as possible.

Notice the white ropy strands on the decoration. Those and the lights
were originally for Christmas. And to spruce up the spring feeling that
Chinese New Year brings, flowers were entwined on the original
decoration.
Every year, I just sort of notice how the shopping malls make this
holiday decoration transition.
The Chinese character below means "new" by the way.

I talk more about my software project in this video. I also
speak in Japanese, Chinese and Cantonese.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cDAPFpbMus

Here's a video of a software project I wrote in 2004. I told a story of a
wooden cuckoo bird trying to fly (hence the title). The actual
application will have sound, but there's a system requirement in that
you need .NET Framework on your computer. You can watch the
video here:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XvbtaU1kXE
If you're running on the Windows operating system, the .NET
Framework is probably already installed. I'm not forcing you to
download the application and try. But in case you're interested in the
full application, here's where you can download it:
http://polymathprogrammer.com/2011/10/17/trying-to-fly/

We have a Facebook page!
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If you have a Facebook account, you can "Like" the page, then
follow interesting news and articles that may not have made it into
the magazine, and join other Singularity readers in a discussion.

You can also share your comments about any of the magazine
articles, and even interesting links of your own.
Click on the square on the left or here to start!

Tell your friends about Singularity.
http://polymathprogrammer.com/singularity/
Talk with me on Twitter!
Vincent
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