
Shamini Flint, you were born in Kuala Lumpur but you have been living in
Singapore for some time. Do you consider yourself part of the Malaysian
writing scene?

Definitely! Everything about my writing is defined by the experience of growing up
in Malaysia as a minority member of our complex and fascinating multi-ethnic,
multi-religious country. I am also a huge admirer of other Malaysian writers like
Preeta Samarasan, Tash Aw and Tan Twan Eng who have done so much to put
Malaysian writing on the global map.

Your first book, A Most Peculiar Malaysian Murder, has just been translated
into French and published by Marabout. It deals with a mysterious death
that has ramifications with the powerful logging industry in Malaysia. Were
you inspired by actual events?

As an ex-lawyer, I have always been interested in political and legal issues as
they affect society. Countries in Asia often have governments that confuse the
laws they pass for their own convenience and narrow interests with justice for the
citizenry. Crime fiction is a great prism through which to explore these tensions
because it is inevitably about conflict – as the starting point is, of course, murder.
The genre allows for the interaction between people of different social stratas,
race and religion to be explored at length. And yes, I often start with real world
events! The saga involving the logging industry in Malaysia is inspired by the
events surrounding the disappearance and presumed murder of environmental
activist, Bruno Manser, may years ago.

The main character of your detective series, Inspector Singh, is a clever but
flawed hero, with many unusual habits for someone his rank. How did this
character come to you?

As a Malaysian of Indian/Sri Lankan origin, I was keen to have a policeman who
was ethnically Indian in order to be able to tap my own family experience when it
came to developing his character. In fact, all I have to do is attend a family
wedding and my relatives give me enough dialogue to fill three books! I picked a
Sikh gentleman because I wanted someone physically distinct, and the turban
was a good place to start. Also, post 9/11, there have been many stories in the
press about how the turban has become a liability for Sikhs living in the West as
they have been mistaken for Moslems and subjected to physical and racial
abuse. 
Having said that, I’ve recently discovered that Inspector Singh and I have a lot in
common so maybe he is more autobiographical than I realized when I began the
series. I think the fat Sikh cop and I are slowly merging into one person. He
sounds bitchier with every book and I’m putting on weight!

Your second book, also translated into French, takes place in Indonesia
(Bali), and the following ones in India, Cambodia, China and (as you just
announced) the UK. Are you familiar with all those countries and does your
research for a new book involve a lot of travelling?



As an ex-lawyer for a large corporate firm, I travelled a lot in the region before
resigning to become a writer. But yes, one of the fabulous things about this series
is that it allows me to take long holidays – I mean, research trips – to the
destinations I’ve decided to write about! Indeed, one of the aspects of writing that
I really enjoy is the research. I usually read an enormous amount of fiction as well
as non-fiction about the country that I am using as the backdrop for a novel
before visiting as it gives me the context to better understand the place when I
get there. For instance, when writing Singh Cambodia I had a very interesting, if
harrowing time, reading about the Khmer Rouge era including a biography of Pol
Pot by Philip Short and various first hand accounts of living through that time.
Part of me has always longed to be an academic and the research element in
writing helps me fulfill my desire to read fat books filled with facts!

Your recently took part in the Cooler Lumpur festival in KL, which gathered
a great set of writers from various countries. How did that go for you?

I loved every minute of it. It was fun, informative and I hope they make it a yearly
event!!

You took part in a panel about Malaysian noir. Would you consider your
Inspector Singh's series to be noir? 

No, not really. In many ways Singh is much more in the traditional mold of English
whodunits. A puzzle with a corpse and a cop at the centre. I felt that since I was
going to give in to my desire to write about contemporary Asian politics and
culture, I should keep the structure of the book familiar since the content would
be so unfamiliar to many readers.

You also write children's books. Isn't it hard, even confusing, to combine
the two genres? 

Do I litter my kids’ books with corpses and my adult novels with bottom jokes? I’m
sometimes tempted but no, on the whole I really enjoy the change of pace and
style and content when moving from adults to kids and vice versa. I always feel
that it is possible to entertain and inform adults with writing but with children, its
possible to inspire them and that leaves me with a warm feeling in my heart.

Were you involved in the French translation process? Did it work any
differently from previous translations of your books?

Sadly, no. The Singh novels have been translated into a large number of
languages that I do not write or speak at all so I depend on the professionalism of
the publishers and translators to get the book right. I just hope that they capture
the humour of my plump policeman! Maybe you can tell me?

Will we have the pleasure to read more of your books in French? 

I very much hope so! I’m about to write number seven in English!


