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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.
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Images 1a and 1b: “Blachan” as spelt in cookbooks of yore. December 2018. 
Courtesy of Ethos Books. 

In the 1950’s there was a shabby wooden bungalow at the crest 
of Paterson Hill Road, thatched with a fringe of attap leaves. 
In the open space below my great-grandfather’s living quarters 
squatted the hulks of my granduncle Peng Han’s beloved racing 
cars, and through the lallang of the overgrown garden strutted 
his fi ghting cocks with their ebony tail-feathers and blood- red 
combs.

LIM PENG HAN was the fi ft h and youngest son of Lim Boon 
Keng, and Malaya’s best known racing driver. He was the fi rst 
local Chinese to race in the British circuits at Donington and 
Brooklands between 1930 and 1934.

Th e upper story once served as a bar for British service-men just 
aft er the war; the wooden walls still bore neat cartoons of little 
female fi gures cavorting with big cocktail glasses. I’m told my 
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great-grandmother Grace Yin had a painter add bras and briefs 
to the most blatant of the nudes. But why not splash whitewash 
over the whole wall, if the gals off ended her stern Christian eye? 
I suspect the old man—merry-hearted to the last—insisted on 
keeping the artwork on the wall. 

Beneath the cocktail girls stood a long row of dark rosewood chairs, 
inlaid with mother-of-pearl and marble—the last remnants of 
prosperity which Dr Lim Boon Keng brought back to Singapore, 
from his seventeen-year sojourn in Fujian as president of Amoy 
University. 

He was over eighty years old when my parents brought my 
brothers and I to visit him at Paterson Hill, every Lunar New 
Year. We were taught to pay respects in traditional style, bowing 
with hands clasped together. He spoke to us in English, but I 
can’t recall what he said. He took the paper band off  his cigar, 
and placed it on my fi nger as a ring, a little game he commonly 
played with children—perhaps since the days when he used to 
treat young patients in his private practice. 

70 YEARS LATER, my cousins and peers who were children 
at that time remember he played the same game with them.

Years later I asked my father why we had not visited his grandfather 
more oft en. He said that it pained him to see the tremulous old 
man, hardly speaking except to call “Whiskey!” in a quavering 
voice. My great-grandfather died when I was twelve years old. 
Th ose a little older than I, who still remember him, say that his 
mind remained clear and sharp till his fi nal days.
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Image 2: Grace Yin, Dr Lim Boon Keng, Lim Su Min, Lim Sing Po (later Stella Kon). 
1948. Courtesy of the family of Dr Lim Kok Ann. 
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A Giant Among Men

Lim Boon Keng was a giant among men, from the last decade of 
the 19th century through the fi rst half of the 20th: one who gave 
himself to public service, holding nothing back, motivated by 
the desire to help others and enlighten the world.

I feel this wasn’t because he was exceptionally shrewd as a 
businessman. Rather, he had a lot of insight into current economic 
trends, and a great network of contacts in the business community 
and in high Government circles, which self-reinforced and 
expanded over the years. Above all people believed in his integrity. 
Th ey relied on him as a trusted broker: my father proudly recalled 
that in 1932 Lim Boon Keng was called upon to facilitate the 
merger of three banks—Chinese Commercial Bank, Ho Hong 
Bank, and Overseas-Chinese Bank—to form what is now called 
the Overseas Chinese Banking Corporation. 

He was a great fundraiser: people believed that the causes he 
proposed, with eloquent oratory, were worthy, and that he didn’t 
keep a cent for himself. He raised so much money for the British 
in the Great War that they awarded him an OBE. When Tan 
Kah Kee’s money ran out during the Great Depression, Boon 
Keng kept Amoy University going by making fundraising tours 
throughout the Nanyang. 

Boon Keng’s ability to attract money turned sour on him when 
the Japanese, occupying Singapore in WW2, demanded that he 
raise a vast sum of money for them.
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HIS DIVERSE CONTRIBUTIONS

Administration

• Appointed to the Straits Settlements Legislative Council for 
fi ve separate three-year terms, starting at the unprecedentedly 
young age of 26.

Education

• Co-founded the Singapore Chinese Girls’ School.

• Started the King Edward VII Memorial Fund to support 
the King Edward Medical School, which would eventually 
develop into the medical faculty of the University of Singapore.

• Opened fi ve schools in Java to teach Mandarin and the 
philosophy of Confucius to local Chinese.

Business

• Spotted the potential of the new crop called rubber and 
recommended it to planters such as Tan Chay Yan.

• Became a partner in various businesses—rubber, pineapple 
and coconut planting, sawmilling, insurance and banking.
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China Reformist

Apart from the above, Boon Keng had a whole other career as a 
campaigner for the reform of imperial China. Th ere were many 
moderni sts, informed by Western education, who saw China as 
a backward sleeping giant which needed to be tugged into the 
modern age. Th ey diff ered on how this should be done. 
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The political model Boon Keng revered was the British 
constitutional monarchy: a system—typifi ed by London’s brand-
new but respectably ancient-looking Houses of Parliament—which 
had evolved fairly peacefully over half a millennium. When Queen 
Victoria’s son Prince Arthur Connaught visited Singapore in 
1906, there was a lavish procession along what became known 
as Connaught Drive, and Lim Boon Keng presented him with 
a silver-encased welcoming scroll. In that procession, among 
nonya maidens and decorations, were lanterns bearing portraits 
of British Cabinet members. Today it would seem strange for 
any colony to parade images of British politicians. Th e lanterns 
were probably Boon Keng’s idea. What was being feted was the 
concept of parliamentary democracy presided over by a monarch, 
and this was what he wanted to emulate in China.

Th e Reformers, including Boon Keng’s father-in-law Wong 
Nai Siong, called for the reform of the imperial government 
of China, to bring about change by peaceful means, instead of 
the complete overthrow advocated by Sun Yat Sun. Boon Keng 
served as the political and English editor for Th ien Nan Shin 
Pao, a Chinese newspaper aimed at promoting reformist ideas to 
non-Anglophone Chinese readers in Singapore. Plans for reform 
halted when the young Emperor died in 1908.

WHAT THE REFORMERS DID

Th e Constitutionalists gathered the signatures of more than 
15 million people across China and the Nanyang, in a petition 
to the Emperor, begging him to accept a Parliament, trusting 
that the pressure of public opinion would have its eff ect. 

DR SUN YAT SEN was travelling across Nanyang (Southeast 
Asia) speaking to excited crowds, calling for revolution in 
China and collecting money to support it.
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WONG NAI SIONG was a Methodist pastor in Fuzhou who 
led the Chinese to migrate from Fujian province to various 
territories in Nanyang. He is particularly remembered for 
starting a Chinese settlement in Sarawak. Very possibly, Boon 
Keng wrote a letter to the second Rajah of Sarawak, Rajah 
Charles Brooke, to help Wong Nai Siong secure land for the 
Chinese immigrants.

Singapore was a good base from which to conduct China intrigue. 
Protected by his passport as a British subject, Boon Keng could 
travel freely in and out of China.

Aft er the Emperor’s death, Boon Keng dropped out of sight for 
long stretches of time, not telling his family where he was. He was 
probably still secretly supporting and encouraging the modernist 
faction in Peking, promising them the support of rich Nanyang 
backers if they could eff ect reform. All this intrigue had to stop 
when the Chinese Revolution met almost unexpected success 
in November 1911, and the Republic of China was proclaimed.

Lim Boon Keng congratulated Sun Yat Sen, shook his hand and 
for a while held the post as Sun’s personal physician. By 1914 he 
was back in Singapore, focusing his eff orts on another role, that 
of the loyal British subject raising funds for the British war eff ort.

Global Citizen and Sambal Blachan

In 1915, Boon Keng with two other Straits Chinese stalwarts Song 
Ong Siang and Tan Jiak Kim published a little pamphlet whose 
title says it all: Duty to the British Empire (being an elementary 
guide for Straits Chinese) during the Great War.
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Patriotism, to these loyal King’s Chinese, meant devotion to 
Britain: “Th e Straits Chinese Community will not recognise any 
shirker and has declared its absolute loyalty and is prepared at 
all costs to act as men worthy of the race of Han—to serve King 
George V. and todo its utmost in the interests of the King-Emperor 
and of the British Empire.” (Duty to the British Empire, Section 
V) So we see their tripartite identity as loyal British subjects, 
Straits Chinese, and men of Han.

BOON KENG’S CONTRIBUTION TO THE BRITISH WAR 
EFFORT IN WWI

In the run-up to WWI, Boon Keng visited Germany; he later 
reported that the Germans, seeing him as a naive Chinaman, 
spoke to him freely about their plans for the conquest of Europe. 
So when he wrote of Germany as an aggressive and merciless 
enemy of Britain, he spoke from fi rst-hand knowledge. 

He raised enough funds for the war eff ort to purchase war 
planes, and also for the Red Cross. For these services, aft er 
the war he was awarded the OBE.
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Image 3: Cover of the pamphlet, Duty to the British Empire during the Great War. 
Singapore: The Straits Albion Press, 1915. Source: https://www.singaporememory.sg
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Boon Keng followed the title “son of Han” further and more 
completely than most: he studied Chinese on his own, became 
a self-convert to Confucian philosophy, and was swept up in the 
Chinese Nationalist movement.

My second cousin’s school history book wrote him up with 
other “pioneers”, showing a photograph of him in full Chinese 
robes, very likely dating from ceremonies at Amoy University. 
Th e little girl proudly pointed this out to her classmate, saying 
“Lim Boon Keng my grandfather!” Incredulous, the classmate 
jeered back: “Ya, ya, my grandfather is Stamford Raffl  es!” For a 
while this photograph was the most well-known image of Lim 
Boon Keng, suggesting a traditional Chinese identity.

But Lim Boon Keng was also a quintessential Baba. His grandfather 
came from China to Penang and married a Nonya, subsequently 
moving to Singapore. When Boon Keng’s father died, Boon 
Keng had to leave Raffl  es Institution (RI) for a while and help to 
support his four sisters by selling his grandmother’s nonya kueh. 

Boon Keng’s sister Lim Yu Loo was the mother of Mrs Pang Cheng 
Kiat, whose family produced seven generations of kebaya-wearing, 
betel-nut chomping Nonyas, speaking their lusty dialect of Malay, 
whomping up magic cuisine in their kitchens. Katherine Seow 
describes them with gusto in Seven Generations and Counting 
(2006). Th ey and their menfolk, the Babas, called their culture 
and community the Babas and Nonyas.

WHO WERE THE BABAS AND NONYAS?

Politically they were the Straits Chinese— Chinese who had 
settled in the Straits Settlements for generations—as opposed 
to recent migrants from China. Under the British colonial 
government, the Straits Chinese learned English in school 
and got government jobs.
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In my family, in my generation, we think of ourselves as 
Straits Chinese, not Peranakans, a word that only came into 
use aft er independence, and which refers to cultural rather 
than political identity, and doesn’t take cognisance of other 
groups such as the Peranakan Chitties.

Boon Keng and his friend Song Ong Siang were both in the 
Queens Scholarship class in RI. Th ey came back from their 
studies in Britain and set themselves the aim of bettering their 
people. With the aim of uplift ing the consciousness of the Straits 
Chinese, they founded the Straits Chinese British Association and 
Th e Straits Chinese Magazine, in which Boon Keng wrote a series 
of articles aimed at reforming the Straits Chinese community.

Boon Keng’s tripartite identity leads to the question—was Lim 
Boon Keng a Baba? Both his wives were China-born, and his 
family was brought up to speak English and Hokkien rather 
than Baba Malay. 

Boon Keng was a member of that fi rst generation of English-
speaking Asians, who plugged into a commonwealth of Western 
education. He corresponded with others like himself, such as 
the Nobel-prizewinning poet Rabindranath Tagore. He attended 
international conferences on health and world peace. He was a 
global citizen, yet still loved sambal blachan, the pungent pinnacle 
of Baba spices. Wherever he lived, he always had to have a dish 
of sambal blachan on the table.
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Sinophile and English-
speaking Confucian

It’s well-known that Boon Keng went to Edinburgh as a typical 
RI boy with little or no Chinese, and was embarrassed when a 
friend asked him to read a Chinese scroll and he had to admit 
ignorance; he also tried to befriend the students from China at 
the University, but was mocked for being what we now call a 
“yellow banana”, someone who is Chinese (yellow) on the outside, 
but Caucasian (white) on the inside. He started studying the 
Chinese language and literature on his own in Edinburgh. He 
had a copy of the classic Four Books, translated into English by 
the Scottish Sinologist James Legge. Later on in his life he gave 
the book to his son Lim Peng Th iam; Peng Th iam gave the book 
to his nephew, who was my father, and my father gave it to me. 
Th e book, signed by all the previous owners, now resides in the 
Peranakan Museum.
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Image 4: Cover of The Four Books of Confucius (with English translations and 
notes). Peranakan Museum Collection. Courtesy of Stella Kon. 
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It seems that Boon Keng could converse in Mandarin and read 
articles published in the Chinese newspapers. However, when he 
gave the opening address at the Inauguration of Amoy University, 
he did so in English. He probably was not confi dent of making 
a speech in classical Chinese, especially not to an audience of 
professional scholars.

Boon Keng published a series of articles on Confucianism in 
Th e Straits Chinese Magazine. He described a reformed version 
of Confucian teachings, discarding superstitious elements yet 
retaining the belief in a Higher Power, the result of which is a 
well-thought-through belief system similar to the Deism of 18th 
century Europe. Prof Yan Chun Bao of Hainan University has 
recently translated these articles into Chinese, and sees in them the 
best-ever integration of Confucianism into modern thought. When 
Mr Lee Kuan Yew considered introducing Confucian studies in 
Singapore schools, he consulted a very eminent Confucian scholar, 
Prof Tu Wei Ming of Peking University, who referred in support 
to “Lim Boon Keng’s experiment in promoting Confucianism in 
English in Singapore” as “particularly meaningful.”1 

When Boon Keng died in 1957 his wife Grace gave him a Christian 
funeral, claiming he had converted on his death-bed. Perhaps 
from her strict Anglican point of view, he had to become a 
Christian, to save him from eternal fi re. What was the alternative 
anyway—a traditional Chinese funeral at Bukit Brown? Boon 
Keng may have been the only Confucian of his own modernised 
cult, and there was no one to carry out a Confucian rite. Yet I 
am sure that this man of great tenacity and integrity, while he 
still had his faculties, would not have consented to a death-bed 
conversion. 
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Family traits

Some physical traits have been passed down. Several of my relatives 
have Lim Boon Keng’s high forehead. He was short in stature, 
as we can see in photographs, but strong enough to have stayed 
active to an advanced age; the only short person I know among 
his male descendants is my brother Su Chong, who is 5ft  3ins 
in height, and continues to be active—at age 70 he competes in 
the half-Iron Man triathlons. Super-high achievers among his 
descendants include eldest son Robert Lim, who was surgeon 
general of the Republic of China; and my father Lim Kok Ann 
who became Dean of Medicine in the Medical College of the 
University of Singapore, which his grandfather had helped to 
establish in its earlier form as King Edward VII Medical School.

Th ere are several character traits which can be discerned too. 
One is a puckish, irrepressible sense of humour, oft en verbally 
expressed. On the august occasion of the opening of the Medical 
Faculty, Boon Keng told the medical students: “As a doctor, you 
must have a lot of patience—or you will lose your patients!” 
Another of his awful puns was made in a Legislative Council 
meeting, saying that he did have good foresight even though he 
wore spectacles. We can all agree that he had foresight. Who’d 
have thought a love of puns could be hereditary? Apparently it 
is, for most of my male relatives seem to share this love for rather 
school-boyish word-play.

Another is a sense of honour and integrity. Boon Keng ran Amoy 
University for seventeen years, supervised a large staff , oversaw 
a campus of new buildings, and spent his old age in fundraising 
journeys to keep the University going. Bribery and corruption 
were a way of life in 1930’s China but at the end of his time in 
China, Boon Keng was dead broke. My father said that when 
his uncle Robert Lin had to leave China in 1948, most men 
in his position as head of the Red Cross would have enriched 
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themselves. Robert Lin was penniless—but every ambulance in 
the Red Cross had its full complement of spare parts and fi rst aid 
kits. It seems a sense of integrity, like intelligence and humour, 
can also be passed down through the generations.

Can we extrapolate backwards, from the grandsons to the ancestor? 
If I do this, observing those whom I know well, I see Boon Keng 
as a man capable of intense, almost obsessive concentration on 
a subject that interests him, tuning out everything else. A lot 
of his life occurred within his own mind. He could speak to 
inspire people, he could orate, he could be the life and soul of 
a party, but he was not gregarious by nature. Th is is someone 
whose mother died when he was young, and who from age 
sixteen to twenty-four, was alone in an alien country. Solitude 
came naturally to him. 

Image 5: A letter Lim Boon Keng wrote to my father Lim Kok Ann in 1942, to 
congratulate him on the birth of my brother—the old man’s fi rst great-grandson.
Courtesy of the family of Dr Lim Kok Ann. 
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1 Paterson Hill

4 Aug 46

Dear Rosie & Kok Ann,

We are all so delighted to have the good news of the birth of 
your son. Grandma had been thinking of you both hoping 
to see back soon. Your son is in Chinese styled “kana sun”.

Rosie’s mother has just returned from Australia and we 
ought to have a talk.

Grandma is doing all the housework. As we are quite 
without any fi nancial resource she has to work.

Fortunately we are all in good health—thank Heaven!

You must write regularly so that we can have more news 
of you and the family.

I am in retirement and have no work of any kind, so I spend 
my time in reading and meditation, hoping to write a short 
account of Chinese philosophising culture.

With best love from us to you all

 

yours aff ectionately

Boon Keng
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Th is is a letter Lim Boon Keng wrote in 1946, congratulating 
my father on the birth of my brother Su Min—Boon Keng’s fi rst 
great-grandson. Boon Keng was living at Paterson Road in a 
house provided by a friend. When war approached in 1942, he 
refused to desert his people by fl eeing from Singapore, and was 
forced into cooperating with the occupying Japanese military 
authority. Aft er the war Tan Kah Kee, whom Boon Keng had once 
mentored and inspired, said that any man who had cooperated 
with the Japanese was a traitor and collaborator. Th e Chinese 
merchant community heeded his words. Lim Boon Keng was 
ostracised, no longer respected and at the heart of the community, 
no longer invited to every clan dinner and event. 

He was “without any fi nancial resources” as he says in the letter— 
all his investments had disappeared in the Depression and in 
the war. Yet he still had friends to help him out. Th e tone of the 
letter is serene, without bitterness or complaint (though Grace 
may have felt otherwise). “Fortunately we are all in good health—
Th ank Heaven!” he says, an exclamation which concurs with his 
spiritual but not necessarily Christian philosophy. Late in life, 
he still loved a bit of ballroom dancing at parties.

In 1949 Mao Zedong declared the founding of the People’s Republic 
of China. Lim Boon Keng knew that Mao had been a member of 
the May 4th movement, the anti-traditionalist movement that had 
blocked Boon Keng’s attempt to introduce Confucian thought at 
Amoy University, condemning it as bourgeois and reactionary. 
Perhaps Boon Keng foresaw the Cultural Revolution and its 
attempt to destroy every vestige of China’s past culture. Within a 
few months, Boon Keng became the fi rst President of the China 
Society, which was set up to promote the knowledge of Chinese 
culture among English-educated Singaporeans. Th is echoed one 
of the founding goals of the Straits Chinese Association, half a 
century before, to reintroduce to English-educated Peranakans 
the culture and history of their forefathers. 
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So in his last public act, Lim Boon Keng reasserted his dream of 
educating the Straits Chinese in the heritage of their forefathers. 
It was, in the light of all he had endured, an act of extraordinary 
courage and optimism.

When Lim Boon Keng died, the Governor of Singapore, Robin 
Black, sent the family a condolence letter saying, “Lim Boon 
Keng was one of Singapore’s most distinguished citizens, and he 
brought us all, in his life great honour.” Th e last ten words are 
unusual and signifi cant. Th ey suggest that the British authority 
was aware of the shadow that clouded Boon Keng’s name in his 
last years—and wanted to redress the stain on the reputation 
of a great man.
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Image 6: A letter from Robin Black, Governor of Singapore, to Lim Boon Keng. 
Courtesy of the family of Dr Lim Kok Ann. 
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Endnotes

 1  Tu, Weiming. (2014). “Foreword: Lim Boon Keng—An English Speaking Confucian.” 
In Essays of Lim Boon Keng on Confucianism (With Chinese Translations). Singapore: 
World Scientifi c Press.
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