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Jose Hong 

Comic artist  Otto Fong wants his 
books to inspire Asia’s future sci-
ence geniuses. That is why he ex-
plains complicated science with re-
latable local characters.

For instance, readers of his latest 
book may spot a reference to Hello 
Kitty in the character Hihi Pretty, a 
genetically modified cat that can-
not eat because it has no mouth.

right to change life so dramatically. 
With funding  from  SynCTI,  Mr 

Fong worked with 10 other
South-east Asian artists  to  create 
the book. This also marks the first 
time his book is mostly illustrated 
by other people, and part of the rea-
son lies in the book’s theme.

“Synthetic biology is about taking
the best features of one organism 
and putting them into another. This
is like taking the talents of the artists 

out an argument between paleontol-
ogists Jack Horner, the scientist be-
hind  Jurassic  Park,  and  Patricia  
Vickers-Rich. Other ethical issues, 
such as society’s greed for new prod-
ucts, were also raised.

However,  he does not give any 
“solutions” to the debates, allowing 
his young readers to form their own 
opinions. By embedding his lessons 
in a story with heroes and villains, 
and including elements that range 
from the whimsical (unicorns), the 
practical (super silkworms) to the 
dark (torturing animals for profit), 
he hopes to make this complicated 
topic easy to digest.

What is the next book going to be 

Comic-stripping science of its mysteries

Mr Otto Fong 

tackles complex

debates about 

synthetic biolog

in his latest 

book, such as 

whether to brin

extinct animals

such as 

dinosaurs back

Ex-science teacher turned artist hopes books 
will get young Asians excited about subject
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“You have to wrap new science in 
a familiar story,” Mr Fong said. “Or 
else nobody would recognise what 
monstrosity you’ve created.”

There are plenty of Asian elements
in his latest work, Sir Fong’s Adven-
tures In Science Book 6: Synthetic Bi-
ology. In fact, the story’s setting, Syn 
City, is almost directly lifted from a 
real life group: the National Univer-
sity of Singapore’s (NUS) Synthetic 
Biology for Clinical and Technologi-
cal Innovation (SynCTI).

Mr  Fong,  49,  said  researchers  
from  SynCTI  approached  him  in  
late 2015 while he was completing 
his previous Sir Fong comic book 
on quantum physics.

“They feel that the future will be 
greatly changed by synthetic biol-
ogy, and Hollywood has given it a 
bad name by presenting a dystopia 
in movies where mad scientists cre-
ate horrible monsters by manipulat-
ing DNA,” said Mr Fong. He said the 
scientists  who  approached  him  
“are very eager to make sure the 
young generation are informed”.

Synthetic biologists edit DNA, the 
basic building blocks of life, to im-
prove organisms. This could involve 
putting genes  from one  organism 
into another. But the field is contro-
versial, with critics raising issues like
whether humans have the ethical  

g
and transplanting them into a story I 
write. So the more variation in their 
drawings the more refreshing it is.”

Mr Fong has written five books in 
this science series over nine years, 
selling 20,000 copies in total.

But  the former science  teacher 
thinks he has not done enough. He 
wants his  books to change Asian 
mindsets. He said: “I think Asians 
don’t see science as embedded in 
our lives. We’re all about catching 
up and  doing  well  in  our  exams.  
Asians have proven we can do well 
in exams, so having conquered that 
summit, there must be something 
else we can do in science.”

This is why he hopes to use his 
books  to  draw  children  between  
the ages of nine and 14 into compli-
cated science. Learning the science 
from SynCTI researchers was a chal-
lenge even for Mr Fong. After that, 
he had to decide which ideas to put 
in his book. Knowing that synthetic 
biology is controversial, he wanted 
to take the debate to children in a 
way they could understand.

For  example,  some  scientists  
want to bring extinct animals such 
as dinosaurs back to life, while oth-
ers believe efforts should focus on 
protecting animals that may go ex-
tinct in our lifetime. Mr Fong illus-
trates this in his book by drawing 

g g
about? Mr Fong, who is a full-time 
comic-book writer, has no idea. But 
he is looking forward to the future, 
when the kids he hopefully inspires 
become leaders in science.

“In the next five to 10 years, when 
the students go into PhDs or be-
come scientists or researchers, I’ll 
wait for my Asian Einstein to say he 
was inspired by Sir Fong.  But by 
then I’ll be 60 years old!” he said.

Asked about Mr Fong’s work, Pro-
fessor Leo Tan, a marine biologist 
at NUS, said: “I believe that stories 
told in comic books could be educa-
tionally beneficial even as they en-
tertain.” 

He said as science, technology, en-
gineering, aesthetics and mathemat-
ics become the driving force for soci-
ety’s well-being, “Otto hit on a very
appropriate  vehicle  –  comic-book
stories – to get our students to better
appreciate and understand the im-
portance of science for their future.”

Said Prof Tan: “I hope he contin-
ues to produce more volumes to en-
lighten us on the mysteries of the 
universe.”

Sir Fong’s Adventures In Science 
Book  6:  Synthetic  Biology  costs  
$18.90 with GST and is sold at Popu-
lar and Kinokuniya bookshops.

josehong@sph.com.sg

Q Does coffee drain calcium from 
your body and contribute to 
osteoporosis?

A Drinking a lot of coffee has been 
linked to an increased risk of frac-

tures in some observational stud-
ies.  However,  other  studies  have  
found no such link.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” said 
Dr Robert R. Recker, the director 
of the Osteoporosis Research Cen-
tre at Creighton University in Om-
aha, Nebraska.

Huge, national studies in differ-
ent countries have found “no evi-
dence of an increase of fractures 
due to coffee”, said Dr Recker, an en-
docrinologist.

For instance, a popula-
tion-based Swedish study,  which 

included more than 61,000
women  followed  for  roughly  20  
years, found in 2013 that drinking 
four cups of coffee or more daily 
was associated with a tiny reduc-
tion of bone density, but it was not 
linked to an increased risk of frac-
ture.

This  year,  a  systematic  review  
published in the journal Food And 
Chemical  Toxicology  concluded  
that even up to eight cups of coffee 
daily “is not associated with signifi-
cant concern regarding the risk of 
fracture  and  fall”,  especially  in  

healthy adults who get enough cal-
cium.

The United States National Insti-
tutes of Health recommends that 
women aged 51 to 70 get 1,200mg 
a day of calcium, and men of the 
same age get 1,000mg.

Can drinking coffee lead to cal-
cium loss?

It’s true that as people increase 
their caffeine consumption,
calcium  in  their  urine  increases  
too,  said  Professor  Connie  M.  
Weaver  of  Purdue  University’s  
department  of  nutrition  science  

and  an  author  of  the  previous
mentioned  systematic  review  
coffee.

However, the more calcium lo
to urination, the more people w
absorb from whatever sources 
calcium they consume,  said Pr
Weaver, who is a paid scientific a
viser to Pharmative, a suppleme
maker.

So the only coffee drinkers wh
need to worry about calcium the
lose when they visit the restroo
are those who don’t get enough ca
cium in the first place. NYTIMES
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