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About the Singapore Bicentennial e-book series

Take a quick dive into the diff erent time periods in Singapore 
history, the stories and legacies of our diff erent communities. 
Discover lesser-known histories of people, places and events. 
Each nugget off ers a unique glimpse into the layered lives and 
histories of our people, going into topics as diverse as natural 
history, architecture and religious practices.

About the Singapore Bicentennial

Th e Singapore Bicentennial marks the 200th anniversary of the 
arrival of the British in Singapore, a turning point in our history. 
But our story starts way before that.

Travelling back in time to 700 years ago, the Singapore Bicentennial 
is an occasion for us to refl ect on our extensive and textured 
history: how we have evolved, from a place with a geographically 
strategic location, into Singaporeans with a unique DNA.

Th is commemoration features a huge cast of contributors, as 
well as the regional and global developments that have shaped 
our lives and identities.



Find Your Place in History: North West

A mosquito bus into time

Th e North West district of Singapore comprises Holland-Bukit 
Timah, Marsiling-Yew Tee, Nee Soon, Sembawang and Bukit 
Panjang: when these areas were largely mangrove and forest, 
access was made possible by early modes of transport such as 
the boats of the Orang Seletar in the 1800s and 1900s, to the 
mosquito buses in the fi rst half of the 1900s. As vehicular networks 
and transport became more developed, nature and wildlife 
started receding into the background. Stories of farmers riding 
in mosquito buses have given way to commuters zipping about 
in GrabTaxis. Th e relationship that residents and early settlers 
had with the lush jungles and their wildlife has also evolved.

A carriage-way into history: the nature 
and wildlife of Bukit Timah

Th e name “Bukit Timah” conjures restful images of green, lush 
and sanity-inducing spaces. So too, for British colonialists who 
were able to access Bukit Timah Hill and its environs when 
the road they had been building for several years was fi nally 
opened in 1843.1

Buckley describes an account that was written aft er an expedition 
on this “good carriage-way reaching to the top of the hill”: 

“Th e hill would aff ord capital sites for two or three bungalows 
and would, we think, be an excellent sanitarium, there being a 
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decided change in temperature from the town. It is, of course, not 
so cold as the great hill in Penang, but that is almost too violent 
and sudden a change from the excessive heat of the plain, while 
the climate of Bukit Timah, though not suffi  cient to make the 
invalid shiver and seek refuge beneath a couple of blankets like 
the Penang Hill, is perceptibly cooler and fresher than the plain, 
producing an agreeable exhiliration (sic) of spirits.”2

If the British were planning for a retreat for therapeutic healing, 
their having built the road in the fi rst place might not have been 
the best strategy. Th is long meandering road would become widely 
used, connecting the northern tip of Singapore from Kranji to the 
heart of the city in the south, and serving as the main overland 
connection to Johor (formerly Johore). Part of it is known today 
as Bukit Timah Road and Upper Bukit Timah Road.

Image 1: Road leading up Bukit Timah hill, 1890s. 
Courtesy of National Museum of Singapore, National Heritage Board.
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With the completion of the road came more traffi  c, trade and 
development, including the extension of a railway line—the 
inland Singapore-Kranji Line—to Woodlands in 1903.

Image 2: Railway station at Bukit Timah, early 20th century. 
Courtesy of National Museum of Singapore, National Heritage Board.

Of these railway stations—Woodlands, Bukit Panjang, Bukit 
Timah, Holland Road, Cluny, Newton, Tank Road (the terminus 
that was later replaced by Tanjong Pagar Station in 1932), Borneo 
Wharf and Pasir Panjang— the Bukit Timah Railway Station is 
the only one still standing today.3

When the railway land was returned to Singapore in 2011 by 
Malaysia’s rail operator, Keretapi Tanah Melayu Berhad, the 
Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) saw this as a great 
opportunity to develop the land for community engagement while 
maintaining as much of the natural environment as possible.4 A 
24-kilometre Rail Corridor that starts at Tanjong Pagar and ends 
at Woodlands is in the process of being restored and modifi ed, for 
running, hiking, nature and heritage enthusiasts. Native species 
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of fl ora are being replanted and features such as streams have 
been constructed in the hope that wildlife will return to the area.5 

While wildlife such as otters, birds and maybe even small deer 
might make their way back to the jungles surrounding the Rail 
Corridor, tigers most certainly will not. 

It is suggested that tigers were fi rst mentioned in the newspapers 
as early as 1831. Because there were many smaller islands between 
Johor and Singapore, tigers were able to swim across the Johor 
Straits from Johor to Singapore, making little rest stops along 
the way. Th e thick jungles of Singapore—when they existed—and 
the availability of prey like deer and pigs made for ideal hunting 
grounds for tigers. But the tigers became a problem for the human 
inhabitants of the island, particularly for the owners and workers 
of the expanding gambier and pepper plantations. Th ere were 
an estimated 300 tiger-related deaths in 1857 and in 1860, more 
than 200 had been reported to the police. Yet, it is possible that 
many more went unreported because plantation labourers were 
hard to come by and plantation owners did not want potential 
employees to be spooked by man-eating tiger stories.6

To deal with the “problem”, rewards as high as $100—this was 
in trade dollars or about S$30,000 today—were off ered for every 
tiger killed. As tiger hunts in Singapore were less of a sport as 
they might have been in India, traps were also set to capture 
the animals.
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Image 3: Tiger trap. 1890–1930.
Photo: Lim Kheng Chye Collection. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore. 

Tigers in the wild were hunted until their numbers went down 
to zero, the last wild tiger reportedly being shot in the 1930s.7

Image 4: A tiger hunt in colonial Singapore, 1890s.
Courtesy of National Museum of Singapore, National Heritage Board.
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 Nee Soon and Sembawang

It was not only tigers that were in decline. When the economic 
prowess of coff ee as a cash crop in Malaya started to wane in 
the early 1900s and the over-cultivation of gambier and pepper 
started to have a serious impact on soil quality, plantation owners 
were keen and desperate for the next big thing. 

In stepped rubber, which changed the face of Nee Soon and 
Sembawang.

On 11 June 1877, 22 rubber seedlings from the Kew Gardens 
in England were sent to the Botanic Gardens in Singapore: 11 
were sown at the Botanic Gardens and the rest went to other 
parts of Malaya. Th ere was not much enthusiasm about rubber 
at this time because the other cash crops, including tapioca, 
gambier, pepper, coff ee and sugar were still viable. In addition, 
few businessmen were willing to back a crop that required about 
six years to mature. 

Th e fi rst director of the Botanic Gardens was Henry Ridley, a 
man who was passionate about many things, including rubber. 
Ridley invented a game-changing method of tapping rubber 
trees that stimulated a much greater fl ow of latex. His process 
involved excision as opposed to the age-old practice of incision.8 

Following successful experiments on Malayan plantations such 
as Tan Chay Yan’s estate at Bukit Lintang, Malacca,9 and the 
growth of demand for rubber around the world, Ridley was 
able to convince plantation owners to make the switch from 
coff ee to rubber.10

By 1920, Malaya was producing more than half of the world’s 
rubber.11
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Tan Chay Yan and a number of prominent Singapore Chinese 
would eventually establish 3,800 acres or 1,540 hectares of 
rubber plantation in Sembawang. Another plantation owner 
who benefi tted enormously from rubber was Lim Nee Soon (b. 
12 November 1879–d. 20 March 1936). Like Mohamed Eunos 
bin Abdullah,12 Lim had the honour of having an entire area 
named aft er him: the “Nee Soon” area is now commonly known 
as “Yishun”. His sons, Chong Kuo and Chong Pang, were accorded 
a similar honour.

Lim was a Teochew businessman, philanthropist and a supporter 
of the formation of the Chinese republic; Sun Yat Sen was an 
ally. He moved in the same circles as other prominent Chinese 
entrepreneurs of his time including Tan Kah Kee, Lee Kong 
Chian and Oei Tiong Ham. 

Image 5: Photo of Lim Nee Soon (standing second from left) and wife Madam 
Wee Peck Hay (seated second from left) taken during the wedding of their 
eldest daughter Lim Chit Geck (seated third from left) and Oei Tjong Tiong (back 
row, right) who is the son of Indonesian sugar king Oei Tiong Ham (seated right). 
1923. 
Photo: Lim Chong Hsien Collection. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore. 
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At his height, Lim owned several rubber plantations across 
Malaya and Singapore—Jurong, Choa Chu Kang, Sembawang, 
Mandai, Th omson Road and in and around the Seletar River. 
By the 1920s, a large area along the Seletar River had become 
part of his plantations, land that he used to build shophouses 
and dwellings. Th ese melded into the existing Seletar Village, 
later named Nee Soon Village.13

When the Wall Street Stock Exchange crashed in October 1929, 
signalling the beginning of the Great Depression, the eff ects hit 
Malaya, a major trading hub and key producer of rubber, very 
hard. Rubber prices had dropped by almost 49 percent by 1931, 
the lowest ever between 1929 and 1935.14

Around the same time, however, demand for another product 
was steadily increasing: Malayan canned pineapples. Although 
the pineapple never attained the status of “main crop” or the 
prices of rubber, it was an important catch crop to rubber and 
Malaya’s only real competitor at the time was Hawaii, so much 
so that the industry was valued at a million pounds a year.15

“Th e fi rst crop is generally harvested 18 months aft er planting, 
from 1,200 to 1,500 fruits per acre being obtained. Th ereaft er, 
for a further 3½   to 4 years, two main crops are reaped annually, 
namely in May, June and July, and in October, November and 
December, although small amounts of fruits are coming in all 
the year round.”16

Th is proved to be a life-saving buff er for many a rubber plantation 
owner. Lim took to pineapple planting in a big way, establishing 
pineapple plantations in Nee Soon, and was nicknamed “Pineapple 
King” at one point. Th e increase in demand for canned pineapples 
also contributed to keeping many people employed, whether 
as labourers on the plantations or as canners in the factories.
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Image 6: Lim Nee Soon in front of his lorry or motor truck fully loaded with 
pineapples. 1916. Photo: Lim Chong Hsien Collection. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore. 

Eventually, pineapple cultivation in Singapore started its descent 
into cessation in the 1950s when soil quality started to deteriorate 
and operations moved to Johore.17

Along with many entrepreneurs, merchants and regular folk, the 
slump had a negative impact on Lim’s businesses, much of which 
he leased or sold to other businessmen such as Lee Kong Chian. 

Moving around in the old North West

Long before the Mass Rapid Transit system, there were mosquito 
buses and trolley buses. 

As early as 1919, there were commuter “buses” that ferried 
people from place to place. But they were not necessarily legal 
in the sense that the operators did not have licences.18 And they 
were not actually buses either, but T-model Ford cars that were 
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commonplace then. Th ese commuter buses were popularly known 
as “mosquito buses”.19

Image 7: A “Mosquito” bus along Bukit Timah Road. 1935.
Photo: F W York Collection. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

Benjamin Khoo remembers having taken mosquito buses when 
he was a schoolboy in the years shortly before the Second World 
War and he recalls that “mosquito” was a “fi tting name for a small 
lorry that can only carry seven passengers”. Khoo describes the 
bus as having “a roof overhead, a closed-up section behind the 
driver, six people behind and one in the front. Th e conductor 
would stand behind you holding on to the two bars and standing 
on the three-tier steps that lead from the back of the bus to the 
road… [People would] sit opposite one another on wooden 
benches that lined the inside of the bus. Th ere might have been a 
thin cushion, but nothing soft  to lean against.”20 Th is description 
would sound very familiar to anyone who has travelled in a 
jeepney in the Philippines or the songthaew in Laos. 
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Th e mosquito buses were not the safest things on the road. 
Many of them were old and in need of repair, but as long they 
were serviceable, owners were more concerned with getting as 
much mileage and money as possible out of them. Probably the 
most unsafe seat was the front passenger seat next to the driver 
because the T-model Ford has no front door.21

Th e British-owned Singapore Traction Company was established 
in 1925 and operated trolley buses, or what we would now know as 
trams, which plied mainly urban routes. Th ey would get to their 
destination slowly and surely, but if one needed to get somewhere 
quickly and cheaply, the mosquito bus was the way to go.22

Image 8: Traffi  c scene at the junction of Stamford Road and Hill Street, 
Singapore, showing an early advertisement by Singapore Traction Company on 
its trolley bus. The Oranje Building (later renamed Stamford House) stands in 
the right background. 1926–1930. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

Quite aside from speed, the mosquito bus serviced rural and 
suburban routes that the trolley buses did not.23 Th ey helped to 
connect the city with farmers from the outskirts like Sembawang 
who were looking to sell their produce. And they were cheap. Khoo 
recalls that they were not “more expensive than the rickshaw. 
Not more than 10 cents per ride. It had to suit the pocket of most 
Singaporeans at the time.”24
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By 1927, there might have been more than 1,000 of these buses 
on the road, which did not go unnoticed by the municipal 
government. Th e Municipal Commission sought to put mosquito 
bus operators under stricter supervision, reining them into the 
mainstream because with the city expanding, providing adequate 
transportation options to the public was an increasingly pressing 
issue. Larger buses were not yet popular because of the low 
passenger traffi  c outside of peak hours.25

As cost-effi  cient and practical as the mosquito bus might have 
been, they continued to be less organised than the government 
would have liked them to be. A news report in Th e Straits Times 
in 1934 indicates the Municipal Commission had been wanting 
to “take the sting out of Singapore’s mosquito buses” for some 
time. In response to their plans of phasing out the mosquito bus, 
the correspondent’s view was that “they will take off  the road a 
car which has a remarkable history”.26

“Take me to Sembawang!”

It was not just the farmers who needed transport to and from 
Sembawang. In 1938, the British opened the naval base at 
Sembawang. Known variously over the years as the British 
Naval Base, Singapore Naval Base and Sembawang Naval Base, 
it remained in operation for 30 years and was converted to the 
government-linked Sembawang Shipyard Pte Ltd in 1968.27 
Th e base was home and workplace to scores of navy offi  cers, 
sailors, ship repairmen, engineers, cooks, teachers, labourers 
and many others. 

A naval base brings with it its own eco-system of services such 
as bars, provision shops, theatres and schools—Okinawa, Subic 
Bay and so, too, for Sembawang Naval Base. 
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Jerome Lim waxes lyrical about the Sembawang that he remembers 
from the early 1970s: he recalls a sleepy town that came alive 
because of the remaining New Zealand maritime force and 
shipyard workers. “Th e Strip” in Sembawang Village provided 
entertainment with joints like Nelson Bar and Sembawang Bar 
& Restaurant, one of the more popular places to hang out.28
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