In the Garden of Thorns:
A Short Biography of FAMEME
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“Rural folk believe that once the durian is
picked, it will not continue to ripen, and as
a result, there is no such thing as ‘durian
harvesting’ in Singapore and Malaysia,
only waiting for the fruit to come to earth
in its own time.”

- Durians Are Not the Only Fruit:

Notes from the Tropics,
Wong Yoon Wah
( trans. Jeremy Tiang )

This is a tale of a fruit, a family, and
a tycoon named, improbably enough,
FAMEME. The island of Penang, perched
at the northern edge of the Malaysian
peninsula, resembles a small tortoise
a-glide in the waters of the Straits of
Malacca, with a ridge of hills rising
from its centre like a humped back -
and in the jade-green verdure of their
foothills lie nestled the durian farms of
Balik Pulau. When the tropical air is at
its thickest in the humid summer months,
the pyramidal silhouettes of the towering
trees grow heavy with clusters of thorned
fruit. The durian, which looks like a
menacing weapon, hides a heavenly
sensation within its hard, spiked shell: a
creamy, custard-like flesh that, thanks to
its polarizing scent, enjoys both fans and
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detractors. The durian has, since the
colonial era, been the basis of many a
fortune built and lost. One such is that
of the Fa & family, and the narrative
of their relationship with the durian
begins in the 1930s. Penang had, since
the early decades of the nineteenth
century, been receiving large numbers
of immigrants from China, referred to
as sinkheh — literally, new guests — to
distinguish them from the local Straits
Chinese community, the Peranakans, who
had long been settled in Southeast Asia.
The recent arrivals hailed mostly from the
southern provinces of Guangdong and
Fujian, with smatterings of Hakka and
Hainanese among them. Fa Zhengde
7EBYE was one such hopeful, setting sail
for the South Seas from his hometown in
Fujian province in search of fortune and,
perhaps, adventure.

Like many other young men in his situation,
he took up the first job he could find in his
new surroundings: he became a trishaw
driver. As Fa family lore has it, Zhengde
once ferried a customer to Balik Pulay,
and there laid eyes on a durian for the
first time in his life, in all its spiky glory.
FAMEME recalls his grandfather’s exact
words, related to him in the old man'’s
native Hokkien dialect: “I had never seen,
or smelt, or tasted anything like it. | was
beguiled by the rich, indescribable aroma
and flavour. In fact, | enjoyed it so much
that | decided to buy a small piece of land
and plant a few trees, so | could have it
as often as | liked.” Thus, in 1936, was
established the Fa family durian plantation.
The business was christened “Durian King”,
and, according to Penang legend, became
the reason why the durian is dubbed the
‘king of fruits’ today — a Fa legacy.
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With his prospects looking up, Zhengde
married a young Chinese woman from a
wealthy Peranakan family to further his
business concerns. In the years that
followed, Durian King expanded its reach
from several acres of trees in Balik Pulau
to large swathes of durian farms on the
mainland, becoming a household name
in the province and, soon, as far south as
the state of Johor. As was typical of men
of his class, he also brought several
concubines into the family fold, but the
focus of our tale stays on the children
borne by his official wife: a boy, and two
girls. The daughters, in due time, married
men of means and accompanied their
husbands to Singapore and Taiwan. Their
brother, whom his father named Fa
Shunde £IB7E, was the only male heir,
and, in the manner of androcentric
Chinese families, dutifully took over the
durian empire in the 1970s after the
passing of the patriarch.

It was at this time in Malaysia, now a
young, proudly independent nation,
having thrown off its colonial shackles
after the war, that durian agriculture
began diversifying. Farmers experimented
with different cultivars of the fruit,
researching new  grafting  and
hybridization techniques, and developing
different varieties. Shunde, looking to
expand an already sprawling empire,
took to these developments. In 1989, a
durian competition was held in Penang,
which he entered with a new cultivar that
he named after his son, Fa Meme.
Although the new cultivar was considered
tasty, its flesh was judged to be lacking in
colour, with a juror commenting that it was
simply “not yellow enough”, and ended
up in second place.
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Fa Shunde met a woman while visiting
his sister in Taiwan, and married her. He
soon became father to a girl, Fa Lala 7%
fifi, and 11 years later, to a son, Fa
Meme EBKPK. Tragically, his wife died
while giving birth to Meme, after which
Shunde devoted his energies to Durian
King, and the raising of his two children.
In their early years, Lala and Meme grew
up in the Fa family home on Love Lane,
in the historic heart of Penang’s capital,
George Town. Their grandfather had
bought a shophouse unit on the street
in the 1940s, which used to house a
goldsmith’s called Heng Heng, and, in a
bid to please his inlaws, decorated the
space in luxurious Peranakan fashion.
The space became a testament to the
rich heritage of the Straits Chinese,
featuring the practised craftsmanship and
lavish materials associated with wealthy
Peranakan homes. The main door of the
shophouse was carved from chengal, a
local hardwood: floors were laid out in
pink and green ceramic tiles that bore a
cornucopia of auspicious Chinese motifs,
from phoenixes to peonies to bats; the
intricate patterns of the balustrade on
the upper level were fashioned from
wrought iron; furniture, crafted from
Javanese ebony, boasted gilded accents.
In keeping with Zhengde's obsession
with fengshui, the airwell that cut into the
middle of the shophouse’s long, slender
space was graced with a carpilled
pond, signifying a wish for abundance.

Shunde, though distracted by the needs of
running a business empire, nonetheless
had high expectations of his only son — as
his father had hopes of him. He had been
raised in a patriarchal culture, and did not
question its prerogatives. Lacking a wife's
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maternal instincts, he executed his parental
duties with all the bluntness of male
privilege. His daughter was raised with the
comportment necessary to be married into
a family of their own socio-economic class;
his son was groomed to take over the
durian empire. Lala was largely ignored,
relegated to the care of the nanny; Meme
was governed with a stern hand, hemmed
in by paternal rigidity. She was expected
to be a paragon of feminine virtue; he,
masculine fortitude of character.

Life, of course, has a way of subverting
the best laid plans of mice and men.
Meme aroused a sneaking suspicion in
his father that Shunde was reluctant to put
a name to. It may have had to do with his
love of colourful fabrics, or his preference
for playing games of skipping rope with
his female classmates, rather than ball
games with the boys. It may have
stemmed from an episode in Meme's
childhood when his father walked in on
him dancing around in his mother’s
beaded Peranakan slippers. Whatever
the origin of the dark doubts in Shunde's
mind, he decided, as his son approached
the cusp of teenhood, that he needed
toughening up. The year he turned 12,
Meme was sent to Singapore to live with
his aunt. There, he attended several of the
country’s most prestigious educational
institutions,  including  Anglo-Chinese
School. By all accounts, however, he did
not seem to enjoy his time in Singapore,
often choosing to spend his holidays in
Taipei with his other aunt: hanging out in
the malls, watching Hollywood films,
picking up a local accent when speaking
Mandarin, and generally relishing the
distance between Taiwan and Penang.
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Meme's less than positive feelings about
Singapore could perhaps be gleaned
from his eventual choice to leave. He
decamped permanently for Taiwan at
19, enrolling in the country’s top design
school, Shih  Chien University, and
relishing the cultural openness that was
missing in Singapore and Penang. Despite
the good times, he soon found himself on
the move again — this time, bound for the
Royal College of Art in London, where,
in a shift of creative direction, he joined
its Theatre and Performance department.
The allure of the stage proved fleeting,
however, and Meme left RCA before
graduating.  Spurning any  possibility
of returning to Penang and his father’s
home, he launched into a nomadic,
globetrotting existence that was to last
the next decade of his life. PostRCA, he
headed back to Taipei to attempt a design
and performance career. He then took off
for South Korea, where one of his more
notable exploits was a failed attempt
to start up a training and management
agency in the music industry there. (The
fledgling agency came close to managing
the wildly popular band, Blackpink.) His
inability to fully integrate into Korean
society doomed the effort, and Meme,
with his characteristic resilience, soon
moved on fo other ventures.

In 2017, on a whim, Meme decided to pay
a visit to his hometown; he had been away
for almost twenty years. His feelings about

this  belated
unsurprisingly, conflicted. His father had,

homecoming  were,

by this time, retired from the business,
which was being run by his sister. She, too,
had been educated in Singapore, but,
unlike her brother, had returned to Penang
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after graduation to take over Durian King.
She had harboured hopes of becoming
an actress, but a paternal order brought
her unwillingly home. Meme's protracted
absence from Penang, and the family
business, had resulted in long simmering
resentment, and, one evening, boiled
over into a shouting match between the
siblings. The result of that row, however,
was not entirely negative. Faced with
mending the estrangement between him
and Lala, Meme decided to stay on in
Malaysia, and join his sister in managing
the business.

Being home in Penang seemed to have a
strange effect on Meme. While he poured
his energies into Durian King — in a
belated effort to earn his father's
approval, perhaps - he also began to
take on a public persona that was in
equal parts a camp performance and a
protective cover. As part of a sartorial
uniform, Meme's now signature oversized
sunglasses first made an appearance,
often paired with ouffits in vibrant colours
and loud prints. Most importantly, he
started to introduce himself as FAMEME, a
moniker that he rendered in complete
capitalization. He would, after hours, hit
the bars of George Town as FAMEME,
raising more than a few eyebrows with his
striking get-ups and sunshades, which he
seldom removed in public. In solidarity, Fa

Lala also began to style herself as FALALA.

FAMEME focused his efforts on creatively
rebranding a traditional product and
bringing the durian industry global. He
came fo international notice when he
organized the Museum of Durian in New
York City in 2019, a pop-up space that
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promoted Asia’s ‘king of fruits’ as the
basis for a trendy, healthy lifestyle;
healso acquired a 1,600 square meter
electronicbillboard in  Times Square
to bring his durian-centric message to
the masses. Between 2019 and 2022,
in addition to the Museum, he also
established the Durian Exercise Room in
Seoul and Durian Pharmaceutical Ltd.
in Taipei. Perhaps most significantly,
in 2020, under the auspices of Durian
Pharmaceutical, he collaborated with
scientists to develop an elixir named MST,
or MISOHTHORNII, a distillation of some
of durian’s most powerful properties.

At the height of FAMEME's success in
bringing Durian King global, tragedy
struck. Shunde passed away in 2020. It
was at this time that he also reconnected
with an old friend. He first encountered
Taiwanese artist and filmmaker, Yu
Cheng-Ta, becoming fast friends. Yu was
fascinated by this flamboyant enigma of
a man, who was devoted to promoting
a bizarre-looking fruit. Yu, in his words,
was convinced that here was a story that
needed to be told. “l was mesmerized”,
he remarks, “by my new friend. FAMEME
seems like a performer, but his facade
hides as much as it reveals. | wanted to
find out what's behind those sunglasses.
It can’t have been easy growing up in
a family like his — bound by tradition
and outdated ideas, beholden to the
immigrant Chinese ethic, forced to play
the role of a dutiful son. There must be a
tale to be told there.”

That story, in Yu's hands, emerges in the
documentary film, Duri-Empire (2024),
which offers viewers a close-up look at
FAMEME's homecoming. It takes a look

ERHMENT @ thRAMBRSIEFRE L
—EENREEEERENEAYE
MST (MISOHTHORNII) ©

HMEXEEREK  ZRKMERWNA
RRZE  FEADZARER - AR
ERIRTEE2020F £t - B - 1S — 1
EXGCEENRXREERUEEE -
fMEMNHEBRREERESRITFR - RE
EWEREEEE AENEREREKR
HEANRRES - B AERAEE—
EREFREWHALHRAEE -

[RWEBHPBREAREET o FEKK
ME—EREE B RMBREMNE
EHEREHRHNEES - REME A
BERTEENE HERNTXERK—
ERTES  BRERBESHRE - 5
EBREANIL - HEAMEETAR
------ EEA—ERAUBRANE - |

EESEERBENTH AR TR
$kh CGRETIR) (2024) » AEBRIEE
RE2R TERKMBEMZIR - RAH
EMEUBR—BERBEABEEREA
ftr B EEER c UAREHAIMHERER
ER > fTEHMNERERE - tERZE—



at the lot of an émigré who is struggling
to re-infegrate into a society and a family
that he thinks he has left behind him, and
who wonders if, ultimately, one can ever
return home. As the Malaysian scholar
and writer, Wong Yoon Wah, put it in his
memoirs, there is no such thing as durian
harvesting — simply waiting for it “to come
to earth in its own time.” This, then, is a
narrative of ripening and maturation, of a
coming to earth in one’s own time.
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