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            To make a political judgement whether [something] is the right thing to do, and having decided on something, to be able to persuade the public that this is what should be done – that is political leadership. And that is the most critical element in the future generation of leaders that we are selecting. 
            
 
            Goh Keng Swee on leadership 
 The Straits Times, 1 January 1985
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            FOREWORD
            

         
   
         I approached Tan Siok Sun’s portrait of Goh Keng Swee with two sets of expectations. The first was derived from an ancient Chinese tradition that sought the portrayal of fundamental likeness close to a man’s flesh and bone, so close that any deviation would not be filial. The other came from a 19th-century Chinese scholar’s encounter with the National Portrait Gallery in London. He praised the art-form that captured a person’s qualities through face and head. Siok Sun leaves me with the sense that Keng Swee is present in her book, not only with a lot of flesh and even more bone, but with many facial expressions as well as what went on in his mind at various times.

         This is a richer story about Keng Swee than any that has appeared so far. He is one of the region’s first technocrats who plunged into deadly local politics when such a career change seemed to him necessary. He faced decades of unavoidable publicity as a successful party leader with forbearance and even some aplomb. Yet, away from his friends and sundry constituents, there is a very private person who is happy with his books, his statistical data and his music, wearing an engrossed face that is seldom seen in public. Siok Sun takes us into that life through a judicious selection of Keng Swee’s own words, oral testimony and anecdotal stories that bring him closer to all who have ever worked with him.

         But there is no getting away from Keng Swee as the man who got things done. In this portrait, he often comes across as an action man moving swiftly across the canvas with fingers pointed downwards at waste and incompetence and upwards at the mission to develop Singapore and make its peoples purposefully united. Together with his party team, he fought the party’s political enemies and made new supportive friends, enabling wealth creation while caring for the needy, everything that demanded that he should have a straight backbone. Siok Sun shows us again and again how Keng Swee hides the gentler inner convictions that enclose that powerful frame.

         The decision Keng Swee made to go abroad for further studies, and the recognition that his was the generation that had the chance to govern the tenuous heritage the British were leaving behind and how narrow the choices were for a small city-state in a turbulent region, took him from one part of government to another. No one will forget his contributions to economic growth despite the traps and dangers the newborn Singapore faced in the 1960s. Many will remember his role with the Singapore Symphony Orchestra, the Jurong Bird Park, the transformation of Sentosa and the creation of local research institutes like those for Southeast Asia and East Asia. It is, however, easier to forget the critical part he played in shaping the defence structures that make Singapore seem so safe. Here in particular Siok Sun fills in many gaps in the story of the feverish rush to build a national service system virtually from scratch.

         The closest I got to Keng Swee after he became a government minister was when he was battling the problems of curriculum reform and religious ethics for the schools. So I find it interesting that Siok Sun describes the time he spent in the Ministry of Education as the “dullest” and possibly the most frustrating period of his life. This reminds me of the difference often made between governments that are brilliant at providing the hardware of success, and those that lose themselves in the software of participation and compassion. It is rare when leaders are able to keep the balance and build a society that is stable and growing, and at the same time creative and resilient. Having lived in Singapore now for over a decade, I sometimes feel that Singapore has got close to finding that elusive balance. Keng Swee’s sense of frustration at Education suggests that he knew that, in the long run, achieving such a balance is what good governance should produce, but was himself too impatient with the slow pace that educating and re-educating a better human being would take. As the Chinese say, it takes much longer to grow a person than to grow a tree.
         

         Two other parts of Siok Sun’s portrait fascinate me: Keng Swee’s role in the separation from Malaysia in 1965 and his later chance to help the economic development of coastal China.

         During the weeks when separation from Malaysia was being negotiated, I was in Australia and only returned to Kuala Lumpur on the day after the decision was announced. It was in a Sydney hotel that I saw the TV news showing Lee Kuan Yew face the reporters on the night of separation; the next night, I passed through Singapore airport and heard the firecrackers celebrating Singapore’s independence. I have read elsewhere about the frantic weeks prior to the fateful decision being taken but nowhere else have I seen Keng Swee’s part in this drama so vividly outlined as here. I sense that this is but the beginning and more history will be written and rewritten on that episode. From now on, for the peoples of Singapore and Malaysia, the time has come for the past to become better known and more meaningful in their lives, and this gives me much to cheer about.

         When Keng Swee turned to China after his retirement from politics, I was in Hong Kong and followed his visits to China from time to time with keen interest. How the Chinese have changed towards Southeast Asia since Deng Xiaoping’s historic visit to Singapore late in 1978. And they continue to re-invent themselves, twisting and turning to improve that set of relationships. But I never knew how much satisfaction Keng Swee must have got from advising the new China, and how deeply he felt about the opportunity to do that. Siok Sun’s quote from Keng Swee’s ambition when he was aged 13 touches something deep inside him that he has never shown to anyone I know – his wish to see China “become one of the best nations in the world”. The full quote, of course, is more concrete:

         
            My ambition is to become an engineer. China needs engineers, scientists, inventors and sailors badly. She has not a respectable navy and air force and so to have these things she needs people to produce them, and keep them going. So China needs soldiers, sailors and airmen to help her become one of the best nations in the world. She needs useful men, and for me engineering is the thing.

         

         Not the richest or the strongest, but the best! He would never have dreamt that, without being an engineer himself, he would one day build the armed forces for Singapore. It is an astonishing wish for a young boy, but I imagine, for the sake of peace in the world today, everyone would want China to be good and even the best of the good.

         Finally, Keng Swee has always lived for his work and has never been happier than when he was challenged in whatever engaged him. The thread that tied his work together, as for several of his political colleagues, was no less than the future of Singapore. It is, therefore, appropriate that I end with this quote from Samuel Butler (1835–1902) in his unfinished great novel, The Way of All Flesh: “Every man’s work, whether it be literature or music or pictures or architecture or anything else, is always a portrait of himself.” Although there is much truth in that, I think Siok Sun’s story shines different angles of light on that portrait and thus enriches our understanding of a very full life.
         

         Professor Wang Gungwu
         

         East Asian Institute

         30 December 2006

      

    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            PREFACE
            

         
   
         When I embarked on this effort to document Dr Goh Keng Swee’s (GKS) life and work, it was not without a certain amount of hesitation and trepidation. The subject was larger than life and being related to him, it was not altogether possible for me to escape bias, either in treatment or in emphasis, in my account.

         I decided not to write according to recipe or according to customary form. The form of every composition is given by the subject itself. As the subject was oftentimes enigmatic, I attempted to compose, in literary terms, more a tone poem than a biography.

         In some ways, GKS was a paradox. Many who had worked with him feared him, even those with high intellect and who were clearly competent in their respective fields. His reputation preceded him and followed him to the various ministries that he was put in charge of. Yet these same people respected his towering intellect and the common refrain was that he was a great mentor, and a remarkably patient teacher.

         Despite Churchillian eloquence in his numerous writings, GKS did not deliver speeches well. He was more effective in one-to-one conversations or with small groups.

         When I sought his views to write his biography, he burst into his characteristic guffaw and asked who would want to read it. I promised him that I would keep the interviews short and manageable, and this seemed to have met with his approval.

         At one point, I commented perhaps he could write an autobiography instead, and that I could be his scribe. With a sigh, he said, “It is late and I am too old.”

         I do not claim to have told the story as he would have liked it. This is my humble attempt to paint the portrait of a great man and I am privileged to be part of his family. He was a man with an unshakeable determination to do what he saw as the right thing in any circumstances.

         This is in no way a definitive biography of the subject. No doubt some future historian will uncover new ground and will probably see events in somewhat different light. Hopefully, he or she may also treat the subject more exhaustively than is possible in my tone poem.

         This then is my personal portrait of the man, the Complete Man. I leave it to others more qualified to add further strokes and colour to the portrait.

         

Tan Siok Sun
         

         sioksun49@gmail.com
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            CHAPTER 1
            
 
            EARLY YEARS
            

         
 
         
            Anybody who wants to prosper in this world must have an ambition. Ambition comes from a thought and the enthusiasm and determination to carry out that thought. He who has an ambition will do his best in order to satisfy himself… Our ambition must be to make ourselves useful to our country, our people and ourselves. To be ambitious, we must have determination so that we may never slack or shirk in our work. 
            
 
            GKS, aged 13, “My Ambitions”, Anglo-Chinese School Magazine, June 1931.

         
 
         Born into a Chinese family in an era when Malaya was but a colony of the British Empire, Dr Goh Keng Swee (GKS) had from young always identified himself with the poor and the disadvantaged.
 
         Determined that he would spend his life channelling his energies towards helping this group of people, GKS would, over the span of three decades, help create and shape the destiny of a tiny nation situated at the foot of the Malayan Peninsula – Singapore.
 
         But where did this striving for excellence for his country, his people and for himself, come from? GKS’s story is one of daring, of moral courage, of radical ideas and of friendships forged throughout the years. And though GKS’s ancestry can be traced back some 250 years ago to the Fukien province of China, let us start our story in Melaka, the place where GKS and his mother were born.
 
         
Melaka
         
 
         The city of Melaka, named after the Melaka tree, has stood for more than 600 years. It is said that Parameswara, a Sumatran prince, fled Temasek (now Singapore) and founded Melaka, a fishing village on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula. The year was 1401 and Parameswara was a Hindu who had converted to Islam and married a local Parsi princess. Such were the origins of the powerful Melaka Sultanate which was to rule over much of southern Malaya until the arrival of the Portuguese in 1511. A hundred and thirty years later in 1641, the Dutch wrested Melaka from the Portuguese after a bitter siege.
         
 
         The Dutch occupied and ruled Melaka until 1795, when the city was taken over by the British during the Napoleonic wars. The British handed Melaka back in 1818, and it was under Dutch rule until 1824, when the Dutch exchanged Melaka for the British residency in Bencoolen. Apart from the town of Melaka itself, the settlement included an area of hinterland, the total amounting to about 1,000 square miles (2,500 square km).
 
         At the end of the 19th century, Melaka was still a predominantly Malay settlement, but the expansion of commercial agriculture attracted an influx of foreign labour, mainly Chinese and Indian. Many Chinese came to Melaka as tapioca planters from the early 1860s, choosing to flee from their native provinces in southern China in a bid to escape the widespread famines and politically-unstable situation there.
 
         These Chinese labourers were recruited in large numbers and shipped in miserable conditions to the Malay Peninsula, where they were then indentured to local Chinese businessmen until they could pay off their passage fee, which was a sum of money advanced to them by their prospective employers. Unfortunately, most of them had become addicted to opium smoking in Melaka, and so they resorted to buying credit from their employers to finance their habit. This effectively bound them to their employers in slavery.
         
 
         From 1824, Melaka had been administered by the East India Company as part of the Straits Settlements, together with Singapore and Penang, but in 1867, the Straits Settlements became a Crown Colony. Life in Melaka was rather slow-moving, and the town took on a quaint appearance, especially in the eyes of the British living there. Writing in the early 1880s, Isabella Bird, author of The Golden Chersonese, described Melaka as “featureless” and “dreamy”, a place where “existence stagnates”.
         
 
         
The Melaka connection 
         
 
         Heeren Street, a long and narrow street running perpendicular to the Melaka River, became home first to wealthy Dutch merchants and, later on, to the city’s rich Straits Chinese families. Today, it is known as Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock, named after one of Melaka’s most famous sons. At No. 111 Heeren Street, Tan Cheng Lock’s grand ancestral mansion still stands, a testimony to the wealth, power and prestige of his clansmen. A few doors away, at No. 122, is the birthplace of GKS’s mother, Tan Swee Eng.
 
         Swee Eng was a petite girl, the third of six daughters of Tan Keong Keng. Keong Keng had married two sisters – Koh Beck Neo and Koh Tham Neo, with the second marriage taking place after the death of his first wife. His union with Beck Neo produced two sons (Cheng Teong and Cheng Liam) while his married life with Tham Neo (previously his sister-in-law) resulted in six daughters – Siok Kim, Swee Loo, Swee Eng, Swee Choo and Swee Teck and Swee Tin; and two sons, Cheng Watt and Cheng Poh.
 
         On his maternal side, one can trace GKS’s connection with Malaya across five generations. His great-grandfather was none other than Tan Choon Bock, who together with his brother Choon Sian built upon the family’s shipping business; his line of ancestry goes all the way back to Tan Cheng, Governor of Chiang Chew in China’s Fukien province. GKS’s mother, Swee Eng, therefore grew up not wanting for any material needs in the family.
 
         
Love and marriage 
         
 
         Arranged marriages were common in the early 20th century among immigrant Chinese families. Such was the custom prevailing when Swee Eng’s eldest sister Siok Kim married Chew Cheng Yong.
 
         In fact, with regard to her own wedding, Siok Kim, or Besar as she was reverently addressed (meaning “big” or “elder” in Malay), departed from Chinese custom in two significant ways. The first was in the selection of her husband. According to old Chinese custom, the selection of the bridegroom lay completely in the hands of the bride’s parents. However, Siok Kim insisted on a Christian husband, and as her father knew of no eligible Christian men, Keong Keng turned to his good friend, William Shellabear, for help. According to Shellabear’s biographer Robert Hunt:
 
         
            …. Shellabear agreed to play matchmaker. He was dispatched to Singapore to look for a suitable husband for her [Siok Kim] and returned with three prospects. Chew Cheng Yong, a teacher at the Anglo-Chinese school from a Baba family was selected by Mr Tan [Keong Keng]. In a compromise with Mrs Tan (Keong Keng), who had insisted that the bride and groom should not see each other before the wedding, Besar was allowed to peek at Cheng Yong through a hole in a fan and an open door, while he sat in the sitting-room of the missionary residence. After a traditional Baba ceremony in the Tan residence, a smaller Christian wedding was held in the mission residence. Shellabear presided, as Besar was first baptised and then married.
            

         
 
         Another story has it that Keong Keng was looking for husbands for all his six daughters from that one visit to Singapore, and Shellabear had returned armed with photographs of several eligible men, one of them being Goh Leng Inn, GKS’s father. Yet another tale has it that Leng Inn’s mother, a strong-willed and resourceful widow, upon hearing about Keong Keng’s quest for potential husbands, recommended her son. Whatever the details, Besar’s marriage paved the way for her other sisters to be married.
 
         The “hole-in-the-fan” plan was Siok Kim’s second departure from a traditional Chinese custom that forbade the bride and groom from seeing each other before the wedding day. Besar had devised an ingenious plan of making a hole in her palm leaf fan, which she would hold in front of her face. This would then enable her to have a good view of her potential husband (none other than Cheng Yong) when he came calling. She then proceeded to give him the stamp of approval and immediately told her father to proceed with the wedding arrangements. It turned out that their wedding was to be the first Chinese Methodist wedding of its kind in Melaka.
 
         In July 1907, her younger sister Swee Loo married Goh Hood Keng, the first Straits Chinese to enter the Methodist ministry, while Swee Eng married Leng Inn (who was also a practicing Christian) soon after.
 
         
The Goh family moves to Singapore 
         
 
         Leng Inn’s ancestors had come from Banjarmasin, in the south-eastern part of the island of Borneo. After Leng Inn’s father passed away when he was still a young child, his mother set sail for Malaya, presumably in pursuit of a business deal. It transpired that nothing came out of this, but the recently-bereaved widow still managed to raise her son successfully. Leng Inn was able to pursue his studies, and in 1904, started teaching at the Anglo-Chinese School (ACS) in Singapore. It was common at that time for teachers to live in the hostels there; and naturally, it became a hunting ground for Melakan fathers on the look-out for good Christian sons-in-law. There was no doubt that teaching was regarded as a respectable profession in Keong Keng’s eyes; and the fact that Leng Inn was a good practising Methodist Christian probably made Keong Keng think highly of him as a prospective son-in-law.
 
         And so Leng Inn journeyed to Melaka for his wedding to Swee Eng. Their first child, George, died shortly after birth – those were the days of high infant mortality. Three girls followed, Catherine, Dawn and Ida; and on 6 October 1918, a son, Keng Swee (GKS), was born. The youngest son, Keng Hee, was born about a year-and-a-half later.
 
         When translated into Chinese, Keng Swee’s given name (Qing Rui) literally means “a celebration of luck”. Indeed, when he was asked years later whether he preferred to be born lucky or smart, he replied he would choose to be born lucky.
 
         However, he disliked his Christian name of Robert; whenever his sisters referred to him as Robert, he would turn a deaf ear and not respond. He had many nicknames, as was typical in a Straits born family. These included “Si Kudah” (Keng Swee was born in the Chinese Zodiac Year of the Horse), and “Tomang” or “Mang” as his father would call him.
         
 
         When GKS was two years old, his parents decided to move the entire family to Singapore, where Swee Eng’s parents (GKS’s grandparents) had several properties. Siok Kim had already established herself in Singapore, and was staying at House No. 432, Lorong 24 in Geylang. It was a spacious bungalow with six bedrooms on the upper level.
 
         It is, however, unclear whether Keong Keng was in Singapore with Siok Kim at that time. According to one account, Keong Keng re-established his family home in Singapore as early as 1909, and died on 25 November 1915 in his Geylang house. Another account tells of William and Emma Shellabear seeing Keong Keng one last time on a brief visit to Melaka at Easter 1915. By then, Besar’s husband, Cheng Yong, had left the teaching profession and had become a secretary at Kim Seng Land Co. Ltd, a trading company with historical roots in Melaka.
 
         GKS’s earliest childhood recollection is that of savouring a banana while sitting in the five-foot way in front of his family residence in Geylang. His family was at that time living in a terrace house close to Cheng Yong’s home in Geylang; it was yet another property belonging to his maternal grandfather. Leng Inn’s widowed mother, also lived with them.
 
         Geylang was in fact one of Singapore’s earliest Malay settlements. The Gohs were a family of Peranakans that had its origins in Melaka; thus, they would have probably felt more at ease living in a community sharing a similar lifestyle and language as the Malays.
 
         As was typical in Peranakan families, the Gohs spoke both Malay and English at home. On Sundays, church services were conducted at home in Malay, with the hymns sung also in Malay.
 
         
Life on a rubber plantation 
         
 
         It is not clear what Leng Inn did immediately after arriving in Singapore, but he eventually (very likely through his brother-in-law’s connections) found a job as an assistant manager in a rubber plantation at Pasir Panjang Estates. The 2,000-acre (800-hectare) rubber plantation belonged then to Tan Soo Bin, a descendent of Tan Kim Seng (a trader from Melaka who had made his fortune in Singapore), and was part of Kim Seng Land Co. Ltd’s stable of properties. It was located at South Buona Vista Road, near the Gap, around what is now the junction of Kent Ridge Road, Clementi Road and Stockport Road, and the estate extended to roughly where Science Park One is now.
 
         Shortly after Leng Inn started work, he moved his entire family into the estate. There, GKS lived in rather splendid isolation, often wandering at will around the factory where he could observe how the latex that had been collected by the tappers each morning would be congealed, milled and smoked. The Gohs had no close neighbours; the nearest squatter families lived half a mile away. However, although the plantation was not the most productive rubber plantation in the area (its soil was poor and its trees not in good condition), it was nevertheless a time when rubber was a much sought-after commodity; and the revenue generated from the plantation provided Leng Inn and his family with a stable income. In 1933, the estate manager, an Englishman named E. Orcheston Findlay, retired and Leng Inn was appointed his successor.
         
 
         GKS’s sisters, Ida and Dawn, had by now become English teachers, and they would often read story-books to the young GKS at bedtime. Introspective by nature, GKS was a shy, quiet boy, and thus books became his best (indeed his only) friends. From them, he acquired knowledge and ideas far beyond what life on the plantation could offer him. Also, as a means of passing the lonely hours on the plantation, GKS would read and re-read his father’s many books. By the time GKS had begun his journey into young adulthood, he was already armed with a healthy respect for good writing, and had acquired from his father and older sisters a remarkable vocabulary, and a mastery of the English prose.
 
         
The family 
         
 
         Leng Inn was an upright Christian, frugal and hardworking, and a father whom GKS admired quietly. GKS was an inquisitive child; the father and son were to spend many evenings of quality time together. GKS’s almost utopian lifestyle soon came to an end when the Depression of 1929 caused rubber prices to plunge from 34 cents a pound to an all-time low of 4.95 cents a pound by June 1932. GKS, then 12 years old, was puzzled. He had begun to notice that there was less food on the dining table, and even as a young teenager he started grappling with the phenomenon of price and market volatility. The Depression was GKS’s first brush with economics.
 
         GKS’s mother, Swee Eng, was not well educated by today’s standards. As was the norm during those times, her wealthy father did not see the need to educate all his daughters – even though Swee Eng’s sister, Siok Kim, was exceptionally bright. Thus Swee Eng ended up spending more time in the kitchen than in academic pursuits. GKS would always remember his mother as a kind, sympathetic lady who ran the household efficiently and who never failed to pack sandwiches for his school recess. Although she was a strong-minded person – she had been willing to forsake a comfortable life in Melaka for a new life as a plantation manager’s wife – her most notable accomplishments, according to GKS, were her culinary skills.
 
         GKS attended Anglo-Chinese Primary School in Coleman Street. GKS and his siblings went to school each day in a chartered school bus (known locally as a “mosquito” bus) that they shared with the children of Kwa Siew Tee, Leng Inn’s closest friend. Siew Tee worked in the Overseas Chinese Banking Corporation (OCBC), and he lived at the 7th milestone at Pasir Panjang Road, not far from the rubber estate which Leng Inn managed. Siew Tee’s daughter Geok Choo later became a barrister; she married a fellow barrister, a certain Lee Kuan Yew, who would end up playing a pivotal role in Singapore’s history.
 
         Each year on Chinese New Year’s Day, the Goh family would make a pilgrimage to their maternal grandmother’s house in Geylang to meet cousins and relatives. But aside from these yearly events, they led a very quiet life. Leng Inn possessed a small car, but seldom went out in the evenings with friends, preferring instead to stay home. On weekends, Leng Inn would take his two sons to the Chinese Swimming Club at Meyer Road where they would spend many a happy hour swimming in the sea. There were no public swimming pools in those days and that was probably the only physical recreation GKS enjoyed as a young man.
         
 
         There must have been a piano at the plantation house, for GKS could play the piano at an early age. His sister Ida was also a fairly accomplished classical pianist. GKS even managed to master the accordion all by himself. He thus grew up with classical music, had a good ear and could syncopate on his own. His favourite tunes? When The Saints Go Marching In and other popular ragtime numbers.
         
 
         Soon, it became apparent that GKS’s talents were not limited to music compositions.
 
         
School days 
         
 
         At Anglo-Chinese Primary School, GKS topped his first year and as a result, was allowed to skip an entire grade. He was, however, not known to be an energetic student, even though he still remained within the top five of his class each year. GKS then proceeded on to Anglo-Chinese Secondary School at Cairnhill where once again, he had no problems with schoolwork. Homework for him then was a steady diet of Mathematics and Latin, which he would finish during recess, or in the case of his Mathematics homework, during Geography or History classes. Although he did not particularly like doing homework and he found arithmetic very “tiresome”, GKS did enjoy mathematics to a certain extent, and was good in both Algebra and Geometry. He disliked Latin intensely, as he did not see the point in studying a language with little practical application.
 
         GKS recalled that he had some excellent teachers. He remembered particularly Mr Pradhan, his Geography teacher from Bombay (now known as Mumbai), who was outstanding and able to arouse the boys’ interest in the subject. His Algebra teacher was a Eurasian whom the boys respected, while Thio Chan Bee, who later became the first Asian principal of Anglo-Chinese School, taught Hygiene and made a favourable impression on his students for his fastidiousness and strictness. His famous slogan was: “Dirt is matter out of place”.
 
         GKS was always in the “A” class in which there were many bright boys. GKS remembered one classmate in particular, a certain Tan Keng Kiong, who was way ahead of everyone. Unfortunately, as Tan came from a poor family and could not afford to go on to Raffles College immediately after Senior Cambridge (equivalent of today’s “O” levels), he had to leave school first to find a job to finance his future education. Tan, who did get to Raffles College eventually, and became a teacher by profession, thought very highly of GKS as well. In 1934, he wrote prophetically of what he thought GKS would become:
 
         
            Mr K.S. Goh LLD CBE JP (otherwise Jaga Pintu [gate-keeper]), once the acclaimed “Prof” of Junior “A”, is a member of honourable estate of the Legislative Council. He still retains his eloquence in speaking and can easily give a speech offhand. Last November, I dropped into one of their Council Meetings, held once every full moon, in the capacity of a press reporter. All ears were attentive when he rose to speak. He had no need to open his speech with, “Singaporeans, foreigners and what nought, lend me your ears!” Instead he straightaway carried his audience to the climatic point of his speech when – down went his fist on the table simultaneous with, “No! Rickshaws should not be abolished!” “Hear! Hear!” echoed his supporters, but “Ha! Ha!” from insignificant me.

         
 
         According to GKS, Pang Kia Swee was another outstandingly bright student who, like Tan, could not afford to finish his secondary educat-ion and had to leave school to work. GKS later discovered that Pang eventually obtained his School Certificate through self-study and, later on, set up the Singapore Dispensary in Orchard Road. How unfortunate, as GKS was to reflect later, that many exceptional students of his time did not go on to fulfil their potential – simply because they came from an under-privileged background. He was determined not to suffer the same fate.
         
 
         It was only at ACS that GKS started expressing himself through writing. In 1935, when he was in Senior “A” class, he expressed grave concern that old boys of the school were not becoming members of the ACS Old Boys Association (OBA). Writing to the editor of the ACS Magazine, GKS mused whether even half a dozen of the cohort leaving school that particular year would sign up to become members of the ACS OBA. In closing, he urged:
         
 
         
            It seems to be high time, now that we are nearing the fiftieth anniversary of our school, that the Association should wake up from its state of somnolence and look about for young blood, so to speak. We suggest that the young Old Boys in the Raffles and Medical Colleges and elsewhere supply the time and energy, while the Old Boys give us their advice and patronage.

         
 
         GKS ended his secondary days finishing second in the Senior Cambridge examination, after Tan. GKS scored distinctions in English Language and Literature as well as Geography, modestly attributing his good results to “last minute swotting”.
 
         True to the sentiments GKS had once expressed as a student, he has remained a loyal ACS boy throughout his life. In the 1970s, he served as Patron of the Anglo-Chinese Junior College Building Fund. In 1980, however, when another ACS old boy, Dr Tony Tan, criticised the school for snobbery, GKS commented that Dr Tan “was right in taking the issue into the open”, and that the “ACS OBA would give every support to remove the stain on the otherwise illustrious reputation of the School”. Though fiercely loyal to his alma mater, GKS was not averse to accepting any justified criticism.
         

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
            
 
            LOVE IN A TIME OF WAR
            

         
 
         
            You baffle me…
            
 
            Beyond the probe of the searchlight
            
 
            Of cold logic, like some ethereal being
            
 
            Fluttering in the depths of the night
            
 
            A fleeting glance at beauty draws
            
 
            Fervid attempts to locate substantiality
            
 
            Which then dissolves in reason’s jaws
            
 
            And leaves behind blank perplexity.
            
 
            GKS’s poem entitled “A Paradox”, Raffles College Magazine, 1937, Vol. VII, No. 2, Michaelmas term.

         
 
         Set in a beautiful campus on Bukit Timah Road, Raffles College was established by the colonial government in 1928 and officially declared open in 1929. An earlier effort to establish an institution of higher learning in Singapore had begun when the Reverend J.S. Nagle, an American, set up the Post Cambridge Class at the Anglo-Chinese School in 1914 – it was intended to be the foundation of the proposed Anglo-Chinese College. This move fell through eventually, and the proposed institution ended up being rejected by British authorities. However, it was the impetus which led to the colonial authorities’ decision to establish a tertiary-level college to commemorate the centenary of Singapore’s founding in 1819. Construction funds could not be raised immediately and it was not till 1928 that Raffles College took in its first batch of 43 students.
 
         In 1929, the governor of the Straits Settlements, Sir Hugh Clifford, officially opened Raffles College and Richard Winstedt (who was later to become Singapore’s Director of Education) was appointed its first principal. However, although Raffles College was the only tertiary institution of its time in colonial Singapore, it was still not yet a fully fledged university, offering only diploma-level courses.
 
         
Choosing Raffles College 
         
 
         In 1936, a 17-year-old GKS entered Raffles College, more out of circumstances than by choice. Leng Inn could not afford to send his son abroad to study and in any case, the thought of pursuing an overseas degree did not appeal to the young GKS. Indeed, though GKS’s good results in his Senior Cambridge examinations qualified him for the Queen’s Scholarship (a scholarship which would have effectively financed an education in England), he opted not to take it up. He was put off by the need to attend special classes on certain subjects (including Additional Mathematics) he felt were not worth his while. He also felt that a six-year medical course was much too long a period for him.
 
         Options were limited for students who wanted to pursue their studies locally at that time – there were only a total of three courses of study to choose from (Arts, Science or Medicine). Thanks to his good examination results, GKS was able to pick any of the three, eventually choosing Arts. As he would later recall, he never was fond of book study, and thought the Arts course as being the easy way out.
         
 
         GKS was also acutely aware of the deleterious effects the Great Depression was having on his family. His father, a rubber planter, had suffered greatly from the precipitous fall in rubber prices in the 1930s and could now barely make ends meet. Even the larger companies suffered irreparable damage, with the great Tan Kah Kee, the pioneering industrialist and rubber tycoon nicknamed “Singapore’s Henry Ford”, being declared a bankrupt.
 
         This event was to have a profound influence in the choice of subject matter GKS was to study in Raffles College. Puzzled by the Great Depression’s causes and wondering about possible reasons which could prevent a future recurrence, he spent hours discussing its effects with his father. Hence, GKS’s choice of Economics as his major was a natural decision.
 
         
Halcyon days 
         
 
         Though GKS’s father did not give him much pocket money, he managed to get by comfortably with his allowance.
 
         However, what was uncomfortable to GKS was the issue of ragging, a big tradition at Raffles College to which all freshmen were subjected. Finding it all rather stupid and sadistic, GKS remembered having to enter a makeshift boxing ring to fight an “experienced” Malay student. Needless to say, the 17-year-old freshman with absolutely no knowledge of boxing techniques was knocked about quite a bit.
 
         Otherwise, going by all other accounts, GKS found student life at Raffles College rather agreeable. When he was not in school attending lectures and tutorials, or writing essays, he was out attending social functions or visiting the cinema with his male and female friends. He even took an interest in ballroom dancing, spending quite a bit of time patronising the dance halls at the New World and Great World cabarets with his favourite partners. Still, GKS was not as light of foot on the dance floor as his nephew from Melaka, Tan Hin Jin, who had earned himself the nickname of “Tango Tan”.
 
         Among his good friends at Raffles College were Lim Kim San (who ended up becoming Singapore’s Minister for Finance from 1965 to 1967), Eu Chooi Yip and Wong Keng Sam. GKS remembered having thought Lim a bit of a dandy but overall a very pleasant man and a good friend to have. Lim was to date Wee Swee Lian, the belle of the College, but she ended up marrying John Eber, a crypto-communist activist in his later life. Eber and Wee were both later expelled from Singapore by the authorities and eventually set down roots in London.
 
         Eu and Wong, on the other hand, were Chinese-educated and much more politically aware than the average Raffles College student. Indeed, they took it upon themselves to organise a collection of contributions to the China Relief Fund for the support of China against the Japanese invasion. Their fundraising activities raised a fair bit of money in Singapore in the 1930s and early 1940s.
 
         In those days, there were relatively few job prospects for young people leaving college. The British occupied all the senior government posts, and dominated the rest of the professions; the teachers and professors at Raffles College were mostly British or Europeans. Not surprisingly, this situation had a negative influence on the undergraduates, who as a result were not always motivated to excel in their studies. Most of them (including GKS to a certain extent) ended up spending a lot of their time engaging in somewhat frivolous activities such as socialising, going to the cinemas, dancing, or just generally having fun.
         
 
         Although GKS was raised in a strict, religious family, he was never very religious. He recalled how he used to discuss Christianity with his classmates and he concluded that miracles (for instance, Jesus feeding the multitudes from seven loaves of bread) were just not believable. He remembered being appalled by the concept of public confessions that took place in the church. Could a sinner actually be pardoned for his sin as long as he confessed? Nonetheless, in spite of his misgivings, he continued to attend services and Sunday school at the Kampong Kapor Methodist Church, although he had always been averse to indoctrination of any sort. In his later years, he was equally impervious to attempted indoctrination by the pro-communists.
 
         
Friends and kindred spirits   
         
 
         As all students were required to spend a year in the hostel, GKS moved into a dormitory at Raffles College. In those days, there were two hostels, the FMS Hostel and the Eu Tong Sen Hostel, each having three blocks of 20 rooms. His room-mates were Lim, Hon Sui Sen (who later became Singapore’s Minister for Finance from 1970 to 1983) and GKS’s nephew, Tan Hin Jin. Like GKS, most of his friends were English-educated, middle-class students, save for Eu and Wong, who both hailed from traditional Chinese families in the state of Kelantan and in Penang respectively.
 
         Eu was a year junior to GKS, but according to GKS, he was very intelligent and witty, and easily the best student in his year. Born in Kelantan to a Chinese physician, Eu had come to Singapore with his sister for their education (his sister enrolled at Chung Cheng High School while Eu first studied at Victoria School). Eu was effectively bilingual and had topped his class at Victoria School. In Raffles College, he studied economics, like GKS.
 
         In later years, GKS would recall a particularly funny anecdote that almost ended disastrously. As both of them often spent time in each other’s dormitory room, GKS found himself waiting in Eu’s room before he was due to take an Economics paper. Assuming that Eu would alert him when it was time to leave for the examination hall, GKS lingered before he worriedly asked Eu whether they should be proceeding to the hall. To GKS’s horror, Eu replied that he had no paper to sit for that day, and it was only then that GKS realised his examination that day had already commenced! GKS was one hour late for his Economics paper, but fortunately for him, he managed to keep his wits about him and completed his three-hour paper in two hours, performing reasonably well.
 
         
Taking Economics seriously   
         
 
         GKS performed well in Economics, fared reasonably in English but did poorly in Geography (this could perhaps have been due to the fact he disliked his Geography teachers). However, his chief interest would always be in Economics and even though he studied it mainly on his own after the death of Ralph Arakie, there was a lack of quality teachers of Economics. Arakie was a Jew from Canada who had arrived in 1934 to become a Reader in Economics. GKS recalled that Arakie was a brilliant lecturer with an informal instructional style that endeared him greatly to his students. Unfortunately, his popularity created resentment among his British colleagues and he was ostracised. He later committed suicide on board a ship returning from Hong Kong. Although it remains unknown if his suicide was related to his unhappy stint in Raffles College, his death derailed the Economics Department (and GKS’s study life), and there was no permanent replacement for him until Professor Thomas Henry Silcock arrived in 1938. By that time, GKS was already into his third year.
         
 
         A voracious reader since young, GKS read Alfred Marshall’s Principles of Economics “from first page to the last” plus many other books as well. And in his final year, when John Maynard Keynes’ General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, was published, GKS read it at from cover to cover at least twice! Years later, after serving as the Minister for Finance, GKS was to comment that Keynes’ theories would have been correct had his ground-breaking book been more appropriately titled A Specific Theory of Employment, Interest and Money. As a general theory, he believed it was flawed.
         
 
         His reading interests ranged broadly outside his curriculum. For instance, he was interested in Freud, whose writings he had stumbled upon by chance. After he graduated, GKS remembered saying to Silcock that he did not understand a thing about the world he lived in. Amused, Silcock then recommended that he read Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica, and the philosophical thoughts and writings of the great English philosopher John Locke.
         
 
         Ever the avid reader, GKS dutifully trudged down to High Street (where the best bookshops were at that time) and purchased them. Unfortunately, he was to find these books beyond him. He did, however, discover the works of Bertrand Russell, and felt that they made sense. In due course, GKS read all of Russell’s works and became deeply influenced by the philosopher’s thinking.
 
         At Raffles College, GKS took an active part in student activities, continuing his literary contributions – he submitted a poem entitled A Paradox to the Raffles College Magazine in 1937, and in 1938, wrote a lengthy and well-reasoned article entitled Capitalism vs Socialism, and another poem titled College Personalities. Apart from taking on the duties of a sub-editor of the Raffles College Magazine, GKS also found the time to play cricket and tennis, and ended up as a member of various college teams during Trinity Term 1938.
         
 
         However, it was in the Economics Society that GKS was most active. In 1937, he became its Honorary Secretary, and in the following year, its Vice-President (Lim was elected President). One year later, it was his turn to be elected President. In 1939, he delivered his presidential address entitled The Economic Reconstruction of Germany.
         
 
         GKS graduated from Raffles College in 1939 with a Class II Diploma in Arts with a special distinction in Economics. Among the other Class II graduates were his friends Lim and Wong; Chang Min Tat, who later became a Malaysian Federal Court Judge; and Tan Sock Kern, who later became principal of the Singapore Chinese Girls’ School. His nephew Tan had graduated with a Class III Diploma, as did his ACS classmate Ong Swee Keng, who later became a prominent lawyer.
         
 
         
An office romance 
         
 
         Upon graduation in 1939, GKS joined the War Tax Department (created in 1939 with the passing of the War Tax Ordinance) as a tax collector. The nucleus of the department came from the Estate Duty Department, and consisted of Edwin Tongue (Collector-General), Dudley Tudor (Collector), G.E.D. Lewis (Public Relations Officer), Tony Loch, J.G. Rappaport, GKS and Lee Siow Mong. Lewis was to comment later:
 
         
            Two Chinese Raffles College graduates straight from College: one of whom was Goh Keng Swee, who was not particularly good at tax collecting – indeed Tongue proposed to terminate his services, but he was saved from that fate by the Japanese invasion, and later on went to become Singapore’s Finance Minister, and a successful administrator; and the friendly Lee Siow Mong.

         
 
         The Department’s office was situated on the ground floor of the Victoria Memorial Hall, and this would be the place where love would blossom for GKS: his future wife, Alice Woon, worked in the same department as a clerk-cum-secretary.
         
 
         Alice was the younger of two daughters of Woon Chow Kit, a clerk with the Federated Malay States Railway, who hailed from Kuala Lumpur. Woon was married to a self-effacing Japanese lady (Alice’s mother), Shimiko Togami, and was posted to Klang, Selangor, residing in staff quarters provided by the company.
 
         Alice had only just completed her Senior Cambridge examinations and was looking to join her older sister, Mabel, who was already working at the War Tax Department as a secretary to Lee Siow Mong. Mabel stayed with their paternal uncle Philip Woon at Genting Lane whilst waiting for Alice and their mother to be relocated to Singapore.
 
         However at Alice’s job interview, Tudor, being the person who interviewed her, felt that at sixteen, she was too young for the job and eventually selected instead Ong Kim Leng, who was a few years older.
 
         Alice had other ideas. Possessing a feisty disposition, Alice was never going to take “no” for an answer. She managed to persuade Tudor to let her be put on probation, and Tudor succeeded in convincing his superior Tongue, who was notorious for his bad temper.
 
         Tongue himself had been an outstanding police officer and he was to distinguish himself as Head of the Estate Duty Department. Sadly, he died during the Second World War when his ship was bombed in the Java Sea.
 
         Alice’s starting salary was $30, as compared to Mabel’s monthly wage of $40; but as fate would have it, she would be compensated with something unexpected – she found herself being put to work in the typing pool, located right in front of GKS’s office. GKS was in the habit (though he was still a young man) of misplacing his spectacles and on one occasion, he called out, “Miss Woon, have you seen my spectacles?” Alice replied, “Mr Goh, they are right on top of your nose!” Embarrassed, GKS muttered his thanks, before readjusting his glasses and taking a good look at the secretary who had located them.
         
 
         The courtship between GKS and Alice stretched over several months, and most of their dates consisted of rickshaw rides to Mooi Chin Restaurant at Middle Street, ice cream at the Luna Café near the Cathay Cinema, or movies at the Alhambra Cinema on Beach Road. GKS and Alice were always joined by Mabel and his nephew Tan, the former being instructed by her mother to jaga (“keep an eye on”) her younger sister. This story was to have more than one happy ending: Mabel subsequently married Tan, and so Tan, who was related to GKS by blood, now became his brother-in-law.
         
 
         
Preparing for war 
         
 
         But peaceful times for GKS and the world were soon to come to an end with the Second World War. In 1940, Japan entered the war after occupying French Indo-China (now Vietnam). She had signed an agreement with the French Vichy Government prior to this, and had aligned herself with the Axis powers of Germany and Italy. She would soon cast her eyes further to the East: more specifically, towards Malaya and Singapore.
 
         Unknown to most, many Japanese “sleeper” agents had already been posted on Malaya’s shores years earlier with specific orders: integrate themselves with the locals and report back with details of military interest. They were eventually to pinpoint and report back all the weaknesses in Malaya’s defence (i.e., the numbers and quality of troops, shortages of aircraft, the obsolescence of available aircraft, and the lack of landward defences and tanks).
 
         Colonel Masanobu Tsuji, Chief of the Operations and Planning Staff of the 25th Japanese Army, had been tasked with the mission of capturing Malaya. In his later years, he recalled that, “General Yamashita, after consideration of the fighting capacity of the British Army [based on the reports of Japanese spies] at the beginning of the campaign, decided that three divisions were sufficient.”
 
         And so it was that three Japanese divisions (the Imperial Guards and the 5th and 8th Divisions), and the third Tank group, with 80 medium and 100 light tanks, formed the invasion force that entered Malaya. Victory was completed 70 days from the Japanese first landing in Singgora (in southern Thailand), after they had advanced 550 miles (890 km) southwards down the Malayan Peninsula to Singapore.
 
         Sunday, 8 February 1942, is a date indelible in GKS’s memory. At dawn, an Australian patrol stationed on the island of Singapore west of the Causeway spotted a massive concentration of troops opposite, across the Straits of Johor. Soon after, the island was subjected to wave after wave of remorseless Japanese air attacks. By 1 a.m. the next day (Monday, 9 February), the Australian patrols were already withdrawing from their forward positions, and by 10 a.m. that very same morning, the Japanese had secured a firm foothold on the island.
 
         Meanwhile, Alice and Mabel turned up for work that Monday and found themselves running for cover, together with some of the War Tax Department staff, to the Supreme Court building when the air raid sirens sounded. They were to return home later to a relieved Uncle Philip, as it became apparent that the situation did not warrant any employee returning to the office to work.
         
 
         GKS was not with them but was on duty at the “Battle Box” (an underground signals centre) at Fort Canning. He had earlier in the month joined the Straits Settlements Volunteer Force (SSVF), due partly to his father’s persuasion, and partly to his desire to do something in addition to his day job with the War Tax Department. Cleaver Rowell Eber, who joined the SSVF in 1930, remembered GKS as being a lance corporal from D Company – a Singapore Fortress Signals Company which consisted mainly of civil servants and City Council employees.
 
         In the SSVF, almost all of the officers and NCOs (non-commissioned officers) were British, but still there were one or two locals. Among the local officers were Yap Pheng Gek (a well-known banker) and T.W. Ong (a prominent lawyer). Another person worthy of mention was Edmund William (E.W.) Barker, who would later go on to become the Minster for Law in Singapore. Barker had been a member of the Machine-Gun Company, which was comprised of Eurasians. The infantry E Company was filled only with Chinese recruits, while the Armoured Company was manned entirely by Europeans. All in all, there were probably about 2,000 men in the SSVF.
 
         GKS recalled wryly that although the SSVF’s training methods, weapons and supplies were inherited from the British, they were woefully inadequate and substandard, as compared to the might of the Japanese. Former Commissioner of Police, the late Tan Teck Khim, once jocularly related to GKS how soldiers were “recruited” by the British. Speaking from his own experience, Tan explained to a bemused GKS how he (Tan) had been given a rifle, and then taught how to load and fire it. Tan then paused dramatically as GKS leaned forward. “And then?” asked GKS, expectantly. Tan replied with a chuckle, “That was it. I was declared a soldier.”
 
         The Signals company that GKS was with had originally been stationed with British troops on the grounds of the Chinese High School on Bukit Timah Road. However, a few days before Singapore fell to the Japanese, the whole company was moved to Beach Road. GKS’s specific duties had been to man the Battle Box at Fort Canning, and this included the receiving and sending of coded messages. He would spend eight hours on duty before being allowed the next 16 hours off. He also had to undergo a rotation shift whereby he went underground for a number of hours before returning above ground to carry out sentry duties.
 
         
Singapore falls 
         
 
         In the evening of Monday, 9 February, the day when Alice had fled from the Japanese bombing, GKS was on sentry duty on the top of Fort Canning and had a “grandstand view” of the Japanese aerial bombardment of the island. He remembered vividly with awe how the whole of Singapore was ablaze with lights; Japanese bombers were flying in perfect V-formation, evading with ease the British searchlights criss-crossing into the night and the resultant anti-aircraft fire. From his vantage point, he could also see the explosion of light each time a Japanese bomb found its target, and the occasional fireball whenever a Japanese bomber was shot down. 
         
 
         By dawn two days later, the Japanese troops, under the command of General Tomoyuki Yamashita (also known as the “Tiger of Malaya”), seized control of Bukit Timah Road, the main artery of the island that led to the heart of city. The docks at Keppel Road were bombed into smithereens the next day (Thursday, 12 February), with Fort Canning subsequently suffering the same fate. GKS had been at Fort Canning only three days earlier, burning confidential documents in compliance with the British army’s “scorched earth” policy: Churchill had made it clear that he expected “every scrap of material… to be blown to pieces to prevent capture by the enemy”, and this included documents and maps.
 
         All surviving members of SSVF were captured (GKS included) and made prisoners of war; but GKS, by virtue of his race, was released together with the Indian and other Chinese volunteers and allowed to go home. The other volunteers were not that lucky. All the Europeans and Eurasians were immediately incarcerated; the Japanese viewed those of Western origin as more of a threat than the locals (though this was to change later when the Chinese in Singapore were treated as potentially disloyal as a result of the Sino-Japanese War). Later, GKS was to attribute the first of his many miraculous escapes to his “lucky” name.
 
         Three days later, on Sunday, 15 February, the British waved the white flag. General Arthur E. Percival, the Commanding Officer of the British troops in Malaya, signed the papers which surrendered Singapore to Yamashita and Japan. Thus began the three-and-a-half years of Japanese Occupation.
 
         “If only Singapore had held out a few days longer,” GKS ruefully reflected later, after excerpts from Yamashita’s war-diary revealed the true situation:
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