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WhatsApp co-founder Jan
Koum may have been putting
pen to paper on the largest
tech buyout in history, but he
did not do it in a fancy confer-
ence room surrounded by law-
yers and media.

He simply propped the con-
tract on the door of an aban-
doned building to put his sig-
nature on it.

The unassuming, blocky
white building in California
was once a welfare office, and
the Ukraine-born Mr Koum
picked it for the historic sign-
ing in a nod to his destitute
past, according to Forbes.

As a teen, he used to queue
up there for food stamps –
government food subsidy cou-
pons given to the needy.

Those days are long gone,
of course. Mr Koum, 37, is
now the protagonist of one of
the world’s most extreme rags-
to-riches stories.

Last week, he sold his
five-year-old mobile messag-
ing company to Facebook for
an unprecedented US$19 bil-
lion (S$24 billion) – dwarfing
all previous tech deals, includ-
ing billion-dollar buyouts of
Instagram, YouTube and Mo-
torola.

The valuation also means
WhatsApp is now technically
worth more than Singapore
Airlines, CapitaLand and Kep-
pel Corp.

Forbes estimates that Mr
Koum owns 45 per cent of
WhatsApp, which has about
450 million active users. In
comparison, Facebook, which
has been around for a decade,
has 1.23 billion users.

At the age of 16, he came to
the United States with his
mother, a housewife, and they
settled in Mountain View, Cali-
fornia – the home of Google,
LinkedIn and other tech gi-
ants.

His father, a construction
manager, never made it to the
US, and he and his mother
had to work odd jobs to make
ends meet – she would ba-
by-sit, while he swept the
floor of a grocery store.

Still very much in touch
with his Ukrainian roots, Mr
Koum tweeted last month:
“praying for peace and quick
resolution to the crisis
#ukraine #freedom”.

Like such tech giants as
Steve Jobs and Bill Gates, he al-
so dropped out of college –
San Jose State University,
where he studied mathematics
and computer science.

Then, in 1977, he met his
co-founder Brian Acton.

Mr Acton was employee
No. 44 at Yahoo while Mr
Koum was temping with ac-
counting firm Ernst & Young.
They sat across a desk from
each other while Mr Koum in-
spected Yahoo’s advertising
system.

According to Wired maga-
zine, Mr Acton, a computer-sci-
ence graduate from Stanford,
had worked at Yahoo on dis-
play advertising, shopping
and travel, then keyword ad-
vertising.

Mr Acton, 42, grew up in
Florida with his mother, who

owned an air-freight business,
and his adoptive father who had
dabbled in professional golf.

About six months after their
meeting, Mr Acton interviewed
his would-be-partner for a job in
systems security at Yahoo. Mr
Koum got the job.

Their time together at Yahoo
lasted about 10 years, during
which they developed a close
friendship. They quit together –
on Oct 31, 2007 – as they had be-
come disillusioned with the
work. In a twist of irony, both
subsequently applied to and were
rejected by Facebook.

The two kept in touch even as
they pursued separate interests,
occasionally playing Ultimate
Frisbee together. It was Mr Koum
who registered WhatsApp as a
company on his 33rd birthday,
on Feb 24, 2009.

When it was first released in
May that year, it was intended as
a “status” app, to inform contacts
if you were at the gym, or on a
call at the moment.

But the service started to
evolve when Apple launched
push notifications in its iPhone
operating system and people
started pinging each other with
their status changes.

“Being able to reach some-
body half way across the world in-
stantly, on a device that is always
with you, was powerful,” said Mr
Koum. Mr Acton joined the com-
pany as co-founder in November
2009.

Their mutual dislike for ads, to-
gether with Mr Koum’s deliberate
decision not to collect user infor-
mation – a result of his days liv-
ing under communist rule when
everything was tapped and
tracked – ultimately led to the
lean, no-questions-asked, ad-free
messaging service it is today.

A handwritten note from Mr
Acton, pinned at Mr Koum’s
desk, underscores their princi-
ples: “No Ads! No Games! No
Gimmicks!”

The service proved to be a hit
and soon app stores were filled
with competitors – Kik, WeChat,
Line to name a few – trying to re-
place old SMS apps on smart-
phones.

Even as WhatsApp grew, the
two kept a low profile, shunning
media attention. In line with
their disdain for seeing advertis-
ing, they did not create any of
their own.

Despite having hundreds of
millions of users, WhatsApp nev-
er hired a PR manager. The
WhatsApp headquarters in Moun-
tain View, California does not
even have a sign.

Writes Mr Jim Goetz, a partner
at Sequoia Capital, which held an
estimated 20 per cent to 30 per
cent stake in WhatsApp: “As com-
petitors promoted games and
rushed to build platforms, Jan
and Brian remained devoted to a
clean, lightning-fast communica-
tions service that works flawless-
ly.”

Perhaps a tweet best sums up
Mr Koum’s dislike for unsolicited
pop-ups. Quoting from the 1999
movie Fight Club, he writes: “Ad-
vertising has us chasing cars and
clothes, working jobs we hate so
we can buy s**t we don’t need.”

The inherent contradiction be-
tween his principles and the
ad-based, game-filled Facebook is
not lost on Mr Koum, and he has
since stressed that the product
will remain independent.

Blogging about the sale this
week, he wrote: “Here’s what will
change for you, our users: Noth-
ing.”

WhatsApp users who share Mr
Koum’s sentiments can only
hope he will stick to his ethos.
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Since her husband died in an acci-
dent six months ago, Elsie (not her
real name) has been struggling to
pick up the pieces of her life.

In her 40s and head of the sales
and marketing division in a data
services firm, she said: “I’m still try-
ing to accept the reality, which has
not really sunk in. The void is huge.
How do I continue with the rest of
my life?”

Her husband was in his 40s.
They were married for more than
10 years and chose not to have chil-
dren. While thankful for the sup-
port of family and friends, Elsie
pointed out that some things they
said hurt.

“Saying things like ‘move on’ or
‘let it go’ are taboo to me right

now,” she said. “People are
well-meaning, but they don’t know
what I’m going through. There is
no solution except to grieve until a
certain time.”

She found comfort and under-
standing from other widows who
are part of a new support group for
widows without children. It was set
up by the Wicare Support Group, a
charity for widows.

Wicare started the group last
month after realising that the strug-
gles of widows without children
were unlike those of women who
have children and must switch to
being single parents, said its coun-
sellor Joan Swee.

Madam Swee, who lost her hus-
band to cancer 20 years ago, said:
“Some widows who don’t have chil-
dren feel suicidal after their hus-

bands’ death. It’s very hard for
them to reach out and share with
their family and friends as they are
grieving and depressed, and others
may not understand what they are
going through.

“They feel if they don’t have
children, who do they live for now?
But for those with children, they
have no time to really grieve as
they are busy looking after their
children.”

For Madam Susan Chee, her
three children – aged between one
and six then – kept her going when
her husband died in the SilkAir
crash in Palembang, Indonesia, in
1997.

Madam Chee, 55, Wicare’s gen-
eral manager, said: “Having chil-
dren pushed me out of grief faster. I
needed to take them to school and
to look after them.”

She said Wicare saw the need for
a new group when a woman whose
husband died in a diving accident
just three months after they got
married remarked that other wid-
ows had children to keep them go-
ing,

For the group’s first meeting last
month, seven women in their 30s
to 50s came. Most of them had lost
their husbands in the past year,
mainly to accidents and heart at-
tacks.

The group plans to meet as often
as possible, to talk about coping
with grief and loneliness. And they
have also been meeting over coffee
just to chat and support one anoth-
er, Elsie said.

She added: “With the support
group, I know I’m not alone and
they understand what I’m going
through.”

Besides this new group, Wicare
also runs support groups for wid-
ows with younger children and for
older widows.

It provides counselling, con-
ducts talks and offers financial aid
to needy women, among other as-
sistance rendered. It has more than
500 widows on its mailing list.
To contact Wicare, call
6354-2475 or e-mail
contactus@wicare.org.sg

New York – Facebook’s
purchase of mobile-
messaging start-up
WhatsApp is a stark
reminder of how much
money phone carriers are
losing out on as competitors
let users text and chat at no
charge.

Free social-messaging
applications like WhatsApp
cost phone providers around
the world some US$32.5
billion (S$41 billion) in
texting fees in 2013,
according to research from
Ovum. That figure is
projected to reach US$54
billion by 2016.

Instant-messaging
services have taken off
outside the United States
where carriers do not bundle
unlimited texting into voice
and data plans. Their
popularity undercut the
texts that had once been a

key source of income for
carriers worldwide.

“The trend has been that
messaging is eating away
into that revenue, in some
countries more than others,
and that trend will
continue,” said Mr Chetan
Sharma, an independent
wireless analyst.

Free for the first year and
99 US cents annually
thereafter, WhatsApp is
almost always cheaper than
texting, especially across
borders.

As free services – also
offered by many other apps
– continue to gain in
popularity, US texting
revenue will decline 3 per
cent to 4 per cent this year
from US$21 billion in 2013,
Mr Sharma estimated.
Globally, carriers’ texting
revenues will peak by 2016
and then drop, he said.
Bloomberg

Stockholm – The eldest son of
the Malaysian couple in Swe-
den, who are on trial for alleged-
ly abusing their children, said a
rotan was used to keep his sib-
lings in line like slaves, as rights
groups in Malaysia called for a
ban on corporal punishment.

“It’s like they’re controlling
us with that thing. And we
want to get rid of it,” said Am-
mar, 12, in a pre-recorded inter-
view played in Stockholm’s Sol-
na district court on Friday.

“They think they’re the slave
masters and we’re the slaves,”
he added.

Upon hearing this, his moth-
er Shalwati Nurshal was seen
pursing her lips and crossing
her arms, The Star reported.

Shalwati, a teacher, and her
husband Azizul Raheem Awal-
luddin, director of Malaysia’s
tourism board in Stockholm,
are on trial charged with multi-
ple counts of gross violation of a
child’s integrity.

They are accused of hitting and
abusing their four children in the
family’s home in a Stockholm sub-
urb, between September 2010 and
December last year.

The alleged assaults came to
light when Ammar, their second
child, told school staff that he had
been hit, prompting the authori-
ties in Sweden to detain the cou-
ple on Dec 18 and remove the chil-
dren, including Aishah Azizul, 14;
Adam, 11; and Arif, seven, from
their care.

All the children returned to Ma-
laysia on Jan 31 to stay with rela-
tives. The trial resumes in Stock-
holm tomorrow.

Details of the alleged physical
abuse emerging from the trial
which opened on Tuesday have
shocked the court in Sweden
where child-spanking is a criminal
offence punishable by a jail term.

Ammar claimed that he was
beaten “over 1,000 times within a
year” and felt “scarred for life”
when his mother pulled his ears as
a punishment.

He also described how he was
often hit by his mother for talking
back, stomping his feet and watch-
ing YouTube videos instead of
joining the family for dinner.

But the boy added that if he
had known it was illegal to hit chil-
dren in Sweden, he would not
have told his school counsellors
about the punishments.

His youngest brother, Arif, who
appeared shy and confused by po-
lice questioning in a 136-minute
video, said his father had pinched
him on the arms, while his moth-
er had hit him with a hanger and
rotan.

Being minors, the children are
not required to testify in person in
court. Outside court, Shalwati’s
Swedish lawyer, Mr Kristofer
Stahre, told reporters that his cli-
ent denied the charges.

The children’s legal representa-
tives are claiming between Swed-
ish krona 50,000 (S$9,700) and
98,000 for each child, in damages
for emotional and physical trau-
ma.

Muslims in Malaysia have
jumped to the couple’s defence,
with activist Zaizul Azizi Zaman
from Islamic non-governmental
organisation Isma saying that in Is-
lam, domestic corporal punish-
ments is “commended when it is
executed in the right manner
whenever the need arises”.

By contrast, child rights groups
in Malaysia are now demanding
that corporal punishment be out-
lawed.

“They’re not an extension of
us, they’re not our property,
they’re not our chattel. They are
human beings,” Ms Sharmila Seka-
ran, president of one of the
groups, Voice of the Children, said
in an interview reported in The
Malay Mail Online yesterday.

Despite his damning accusa-
tions that landed his parents in
the dock, Ammar appeared re-
morseful when he wrote a note
that was read out by the defence
on the first day of court.

“Mummy, I love you. I'm sorry,
it was my anger that started this.
Love, Ammar. P.S, I will always
love you,” wrote Ammar.

Joy was widowed at 29. She
returned home one day four
years ago to find the lifeless
body of her 33-year-old
husband.

They had been married for
two years and he was as fit as
a fiddle. They were madly in
love and planning to have
children when he dropped
dead from heart failure.

Her grief was
overwhelming and, at times,
she contemplated suicide.

People around her were
well-meaning, but they just
did not understand what she
was going through. Besides,
they were busy with their own
lives and the calls of concern
tapered off three months after
the funeral.

Joy (not her real name)
said: “People kept telling me I
must be positive and I felt that
others had an expectation of
when I must recover from my
grief. They would say things

like, ‘It has been so long
already; you must move on’.
Or they would say I’m young,
I can remarry and have
children, when I was not
ready to start another
relationship. I just needed a
listening ear, not advice.”

She buried herself in her
job as a community relations
officer and volunteered for
mission trips overseas to help
the poor and sick, but it did
not help to ease the sorrow.

She then quit her job to
rest. She saw a counsellor and
attended art therapy sessions,
which helped. A Catholic, she
said her faith saw her through
the worst of it.

Joy said the new support
group for widows with no
children makes it easier for her
to share and relate to the
other women’s experiences.

“Grief is a journey and I
can cope better with being
alone now,” she said.
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(Above) Shalwati Nurshal and Azizul Raheem, who are facing trial in
Sweden for alleged child abuse. (Left) The couple’s children – (from far left)
Adam, 11, Ammar, 12, Arif, seven, and Aishah, 14 – have started attending
school in Kota Baru.

New group offers solace
for childless widows

WhatsApp’s Koum didn’t
forget his food stamp past
Co-founder chose
door of former
welfare office to sign
largest tech buyout
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[ MALAYSIAN COUPLE IN SPANKING CASE ]

Son claims rotan
was used to keep
siblings like slaves

Son’s anger
“It’s like they’re controlling us with that thing.
And we want to get rid of it... They think they’re
the slave masters and we’re the slaves.”
AMMAR, the couple’s eldest son, 12, referring to a rotan his parents allegedly
used on him and his siblings, in a pre-recorded interview played in
Stockholm’s Solna district court on Friday
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