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Billy Koh (i¥ ¥} RK): The Butterfly and Its Dreams
by Kong, Kam Yoke, written on 20th August 2010
National Library Board, Singapore

Billy Koh, who has helped re-shape the Singapore Chinese pop music scene over the last 25
years, is best known as the record producer who launched the successful careers of Singapore
singers Kit Chan, JJ Lin, A-Do and BY?2.

Considered one of the most instrumental and influential figures in the Singapore music industry,
Billy Koh (¥4 ) is perhaps best known as the record producer who launched the successful
careers of Singapore singing artistes Kit Chan (35 1%), JJ Lin (#RR7A) , A-Do (fil41), and
BY2. As the most recognised face from Ocean Butterflies Music Pte Ltd (A SR AN A B A
#]), which Koh co-founded, he had, together with his team, re-shaped the landscape of the
Singapore Chinese pop music scene over a span of a quarter of a century, carving a place for
itself and creating a brand name that exerts an impact in Asia.

In his nearly three-decade-long career, Koh has produced more than 150 albums and is credited
for discovering and grooming many top artistes who made it big in Asia. For his contributions to
the Singapore music industry, Koh was awarded the Meritorious Award and the Wings of
Excellence Award by COMPASS in 2001 and 2005 respectively.

It had all begun in 1981. Billy Koh had formed a singing group called The Straw (7K #. = FLI§),
together with his schoolmates, Koh Nam Seng (17 ) and the late Sunkist Ng (¥ 7GJ%), to
participate in the television talent show “Chinese Talentime” ( {3}-#{35Z) ), which was one of
the most watched shows then. They became one of the most popular singing groups and one of
the most memorable performers of the xinyao (#%, Singapore Chinese ballads) movement in
the next six years. Many of their signature tunes like Ah Ben Ah Ben ( (B Ben fi Ben) ),
Rockabye ( (FEFEIRVLY ), Where is Our Song ( {FRATHIFRAEMEHL) ), The Story of Dong

Dong ( {ZRZAMIHZE) ), etc. remained favourites with followers of the movement.

Koh said, “Xinyao was a definitive moment in Singapore’s cultural history. It was a movement
started by the people for the people even before the government began talking about promoting
the creative industries.”

Koh had gotten involved in music producing quite by accident. He reminisced, “The first xinyao
public concert was held in 1983. Since I was the show director, I was elected to be the producer
of the first xinyao album, 21 Tomorrow ( {M] K 21) ). No one else was interested in the job
because the producer had to deal with the nitty-gritty of music production. Comparatively
speaking, songwriting was more fun and puts one in the spotlight.”

In 1986, The Straw, with another two partners also from the xinyao movement, Colin Goh (=8
I§) and Teo Kay Kiong (7K Z<5i%), founded Ocean Butterflies Music. The five men, all in their
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early twenties then, ploughed in S$2,000 each. The company name originated from a xinyao
album, Ocean Butterflies Chasing After the Sun ( (VEEEZEH ) ).

Koh explained, “Singapore is a garden city. There are caterpillars and butterflies in the garden.
Ocean butterflies are destined to leave the garden, looking for new challenges and pursuing their
dreams.”

“We were young and thus fearless then. We started the company with the main aim of promoting
xinyao. We produced one or two records a year. Whatever money we made went towards paying
the rent. Life was simple and frugal then, but we were happy.”

Three years later, Ocean Butterflies began record production for overseas singers from Hong
Kong, Taiwan, and Malaysia. Some of the well-known singers they collaborated with were Feng
Fei Fei (A & K), Tsai Chin (%¢%%), Annie Yi (f/'B&iH), etc. The company also contributed
significantly to advertising jingle writing. At one time, their works were featured in about 80 per
cent of the Chinese commercials in the market. Scott Emulsion's Growing up ( (&) )
and UIC detergents were among some of the award-winning jingles that the Company did.
According to Koh, Ocean Butterflies was bringing in a stable income then and provided the
partners with avenues to build up their industry experience.

In 1992, the company tried their hand at grooming local talents for the overseas market, with Kit
Chan ([%:7#1X) being the first artiste. She was deemed “lacking in the looks department” by
record companies. The whole exercise fizzled out.

A year later, however, Kit Chan started getting noticed after she won the “Special Media
Recommendation Award” in a Singapore radio music awards show with her debut album
released in Singapore. Although a Taiwanese record company signed her on almost immediately,
it was not till late 1994 that she released her album in Taiwan with the title track, Heartache ( {

LMJFEY ), a song written by Koh. The song became a hit and the rest was history.

Kit Chan’s success marked the first time a Singaporean artiste had made it overseas with a local
team behind them. Her breakthrough opened a whole new horizon for Singapore artistes as
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and other Asian countries started taking notice of Singapore music. Ocean
Butterflies continued launching local new acts overseas. They included 2 Girls (/™% 4),

Shirley Yee (5 %), Joi Chua (£ 11), etc.

But the good times did not last. The Taiwan music industry was shaken up by major changes that
took place between the years 1995 and 2000. Mergers and acquisitions altered the face of the
music scene there. Short-term profit taking ruled the day, and idols “who can't hold a note”
became the mainstay of the scene. Illegal pirated copies and online downloads rubbed salt in the
wounds.

As the main revenue of Ocean Butterflies came from music production, it was badly hit. It went
from producing four albums a year to nothing by 1997. When the Asian financial crisis hit that
year, Ocean Butterflies was S$500,000 in the red. “When the crisis was at its worst, the
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management was not paid their salaries. For eight months, we had to live on our savings,” Koh
said. “I felt thwarted, constantly questioning myself where I had gone wrong.”

Amidst the difficulties then, Ocean Butterflies discovered A-Do (fi[41) and JJ Lin (AR 7%)
through “Very Singer Course”, a talent-scouting scheme originated by Ocean Butterflies where
3,500 candidates were auditioned in 1998. A Taiwanese record company signed a distribution
deal with Ocean Butterflies for A-Do the next year.

After spending three years of hard work on completing A-Do's first album, the deal between
Ocean Butterflies and the Taiwanese company turned sour as the latter doubted the former
construction foreman’s marketability.

Koh was baffled,“We grew up listening to great songs and being moved by wonderful music.
That was the reason why we got involved in the music industry in the first place. We want to
rediscover that magic in music.”

Trusting in his own instinct and professional judgement, Koh decided to buy back A-Do’s
contract signed with the Taiwanese company by paying a fee of NTD 6 million in installments.
Koh then set up a new team in Taiwan and transformed Ocean Butterflies from a music
production house to a record company. A-Do’s debut album, Getting Dark ( { KIE) ), was
released in April 2002.

Within weeks, A-Do made it to the top spot in the best selling albums chart in Taiwan! The
album went on to sell more than 2 million copies within six months across Asia. A-Do’s fame
spread across almost all Chinese communities in China, Taiwan, the United States, and many
Asian countries. Billboard magazine covered the story of A-Do in 2003, now famed for his
husky voice and loved for his modesty and shy demeanour. In 2004, he became the first
Singapore singer to be invited to perform on the New Year’s Eve television show on China
Central Television. Artistes considered it a great honour to be invited for this annual show.

“The lesson to be learnt in A-Do’s case is that life is unpredictable and full of surprises, so we
must trust our instinct and believe in ourselves,” Koh concluded.

In 2003, Koh produced and launched young Singapore composer-singer JJ Lin’s debut album
Music Voyager ( {)k477#) ). Lin was very well-received in the region. It led to him winning
the Best Newcomer Award in the “15" Taiwan Golden Melody Awards”, the Asian version of
the Grammy Awards.

In 2004, Koh was awarded the “Best Producer Award” for Lin’s second album, Second Heaven (

(&5 ALY ), at the “China National Music Awards” (H[# J5L 615k it #2). This is the first
music award and also the first time recognition is bestowed on a Singaporean by a national level
organisation from China.

Koh revealed that the very first musical instrument he had learnt to play was the Chinese flute.
So he always harboured a soft spot for wind instruments, often using them where appropriate in
the songs he produced. For example, in JJ Lin’s song, River South ( {{L.’j) ), strains of the xiao
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(vertical bamboo flute) could be heard. For one of A-Do’s songs, You Complete Me ( { G 1RA
5E#£) ), the oboe and the bamboo flute were used to create the feeling of being in the harbour as
the ancient yacht sailed in.

“There is a native American legend that says that the human voice is the closest thing to the
Gods, followed by wind instruments, which is sounded by using human breath. It is a direct
reflection of the human emotions. But it doesn’t mean that once the Chinese flute or xiao is
introduced, the song would become very ‘Chinese’. When you are making music, don’t just
think of moving the Chinese. Any music that moves people in general is good music.”

In 2006, American venture capital firm, IDG-ACCEL China Growth Fund, invested close to
US$10 million into Ocean Butterflies. In the following year, another American venture capital
fund, SIG, invested more money. Ocean Butterflies has plans to develop music business in new
media.

Koh has, in recent years, been involved as a member of the judging panel for television talent
shows like Singapore's “Project Superstar” and China's “Happy Boys” ( {tR*k %7 ) ). He has
also continued his songwriting and producing works, including the cheer song for the China
Olympics sportsmen, Go Go China ( {JIiHH [E) ) , and the theme song for the Shanghai
World Expo 2010, Wings of Dreams ( {ZA{FJ{#F) O . His most recent high-profile
producing effort was the song, Every Touching Moment ( {J&z%t—Z%1) ), which was
commissioned for the Singapore Pavilion at the Shanghai World Expo, with music composed by
JJ Lin and lyrics written by Koh and Eric Lin (#£#X ), who is an acclaimed lyricist and the
director of Ocean Butterflies Music Taiwan.

Koh attributed the company’s success to his wonderful team at Ocean Butterflies. He also
believed that they survived through the years because of their positive attitude, “One must not be
overly concerned about personal gains and losses. Passion is important. One must enjoy the
process. That’s the only way to sustain yourself on the journey.”

“It’s like walking into a very long tunnel, with no exit in sight. But since someone has made it
through before, then there must be a way out. If you feel tired along the way, take a break but
you can’t stop. Otherwise, you could get knocked down.”

Quote

“Singapore music has come far. After a long period of seeking a unique identity and public
recognition, we have arrived as part of the mainstream. We no longer need to emphasise the fact

EE

that ‘we are from Singapore’.
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Awards

1989:

1992:

1993:

1994:

1995:

2001:

2004:

2005:

2006:

3" Sing Music Awards, Singapore, Best Record Production for Liang Wern Fook’s In the
Name of Love

Ear Awards, Singapore, Best TV Commercial for Scott’s Emulsion Growing Up ( { Al
RC) )

Ear Awards, Singapore, Best Radio Jingle for Scott’s Emulsion Growing Up ( {1 ik
£K))

Ear Awards, Singapore, Best TV Commercial for Carrier System-5, Carrier Air-Con {—

ARG V=Y

Ear Awards, Singapore, Best Radio Jingle for Carrier System-5, Carrier Air-Con {—JF
FHA R

Compass and Authors Society of Singapore (COMPASS), Meritorious Award

China National Music Award (" [ 5 il & 1 #%) by China State Administration of Radio,
Film, and Television (SARFT; [ %) & Hi52 HiA)W &L J7)) for Best Record Producer (Hong
Kong and Taiwan Region)

Lianhe Zaobao, Singapore’s No. 1 Chinese Daily, The Man of the Year (Music

Category) for JJ Lin’s “Heaven” (i K1)

COMPASS, The Wings of Excellence Award
China 3" South-East Music Award (5 — Ji 4% B £h &35 SR A2 $L4L), Best Record
Producer (Hong Kong and Taiwan Region) for JJ Lin’s “Heaven” (5§ —. K1)

China Pepsi Music Awards, Best Music Arrangement (Hong Kong and Taiwan Region)
The Straits Times, Singapore’s No. 1 English Daily, The Power List of 2006
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Discography

As Part of Singing Group, The Straw (ZK &L — FIE)
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