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Detailing an episode of
family history
An interview with Tan Kiat Swee

| believe in the search for traces of one’s forebears, is not only a search for roots and
origins, but also an understanding of oneself and also a self-discovery of one’s life. It is with
similar thoughts in mind which led Tan Kiat Swee to embark determinedly on a search for
his ancestors’ graves. With great dedication, it was not long after before he discovered his
maternal grandmother, Kwok Kim Neo’s (1888 — 1932) tomb. A trickle of findings swelled to
a flood of discoveries.

The search into the verdant for Grandmother’s tomb

Terence Tan Kiat Swee, 69 years, is the grandson of Tan Boo Liat (1874 — 1934), a leader
in the Hokkien clan. Tan Boo Liat was the grandson of Chinese community leader Tan Kim
Ching and great grandson of philanthropist Tan Tock Seng.

Kwok Kim Neo was the second wife of Tan Boo Liat. His first wife Khoo Kit Neo (1879 —
1903) passed away at 24 years of age leaving behind five young children. According to Tan
Kiat Swee, Kwok Kim Neo was busily raising the five step children, that it wasn't until she was
32 years of age before she bore her first child Tan Poh Guat (1922 — 1961), a daughter. Tan
Poh Guat married Dr. Tan Boon Jhui (1917 — 1993), had three children. The youngest of which
is Terence Tan Kiat Swee.

Tan Kiat Swee’s maternal grandfather Tan Boo Liat, had a deep respect for his grandfather
Tan Kim Ching. He built a grand villa in 1910 and called it “Golden Bell Mansion” in his honour —
Kim Ching translates to gold bell. The building was basically in English Georgian style, but mixed
with Neo-classical and embellished with ancient Greek motifs and Doric columns. In his time
Tan Boo Liat was a strong supporter of Dr Sun Yat Sen and his anti-Qing revolution. He hosted
Dr Sun on two occasions in Golden Bell Villa after he became President of Republican China.

Kwok Kim Neo died in 1932 and was buried in Bukit Brown Cemetry, as reported in the
Straits Times on 1st June 1932. Tan Boo Liat took over the family’s business around this time,
especially the import of rice from Thailand. With the passage of time, Kim Neo’s tomb was
overgrown and thus lost in the greenery and flora of Bukit Brown. By sheer coincidence, Tan
Kiat Swee, while gleaning through some family papers came across the Straits Times report
of Kim Neo’s funeral and burial at Bukit Brown. This stirred his desire to locate his maternal
grandmother’s tomb. He called his cousin Tan Ji Lian, another descendant of Tan Tock Seng,
and together they sought the help of the “Brownies” — a Bukit Brown Cemetry enthusiast group.

“The heavens favour the faithful”, for after a long and difficult search the tomb was located.
Buried under thick verdant undergrowth and shaded beneath a tree which has taken root just
above the tombstone, Tan Kim Neo’s final resting place was brought to light. Tan Kiat Swee
said that the task of deciphering the worn-out engraved words was particularly difficult, and
after applying a “red-paint’ process did the words become clear. Engraved in both Chinese and
English, Kwok Kim Neo, wife of Tan Boo Liat, date of death and names of all her six children
and her age at death, all became clear. This year’s Qing Ming Festival, both Tan Kiat Swee
and Tan Ji Lian’s families paid their respect at Tan Kim Neo’s rediscovered tomb.

Tan Kiat Swee said that he was only 10 years old when his mother Tan Poh Guat passed
away. He was brought up by the family’s majie (Cantonese domestic servant). He fondly
remembers his mother bringing him and his siblings to the ancestral house at 117 Emerald
Hill Road, especially during Chinese New Year celebrations. He recalls meeting his mother’s
elder sister Aunt Tan Poh Li who lived there.

Most of all, Tan Kiat Swee recalls the public contributions and philanthropy of Tan Boo
Liat, who in 1899 founded the Singapore Chinese Girls School and an active member on the
Board of Tan Tock Seng Hospital.

Tan Kiat Swee is now retired, having been an outstanding member of the Insurance
business in Singapore. His 40 years of service in the insurance industry saw him holding highly
responsible posts, one of which being the Chairman of FIDReC. He also upholds a family
tradition of public service, by volunteering at the Bethany Methodist Nursing Home.

(translated by Kwan Yue Keng)
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Jalan Besar, an old district adjacent to the Rochor River, was once a swampy land
filled with betel and nipah palms. The farmland had given way to private and public housing,
brothels, sawmills and stadium. Today, the once flourished New World Amusement Park
had gone with the wind, also vanished were the bursting Sungei Road Market, rickshaw
pullers and Baweanese Kampong.

The conserved shophouses and other buildings had architectural characteristics
typical of the late 19th-century and early 20th-century houses. Colourful ceramic tiles,
arched windows and ventilation screens are commonly seen, suggesting that Malay and
Straits Chinese population were predominant in the area. Those shophouses built from the
late 1920s to the 1960s had changed to art-deco styles.

Syed Alwi Road, located besides the Rochor River, is named after one of the
descendants of the prominent Syed Sharif Omar Aljunied. However, Chinese of the past
era were not able to pronounce the name of the Arabian, and preferred to name the place
after Siong Lim Sawmill which was established in 1912 by Dr Yin Suat Chuan, brother-in-
law of Dr Lim Boon Keng. Today, Song Lin Building stands on part of the site of the former
sawmill.

The New World Amusement Park was unforgettable for many. It was a magnet for
local people from all walks of life. While the three cinemas and game stalls were attractions
to many people, the most popular entertainment was probably the cabaret hall which could
hold up to 500 couples. The dancers cladded with cheongsam, were popularly known as
taxi-girls. They received 8 cents for each dance despite that a coupon for three dances cost
a dollar in the 1950s.

New World also decorated with extraordinary performances by Rose Chan, nickname
“Queen of Striptease”. Her most famous performance was the “Python Act’, where she
wrestled with a large python, even coiling it around herself while stripping. Rose was also
known for her generosity by donating some of the proceeds from her shows to charities.
She was dubbed the “Charity Queen” for her charitable acts.

Today, the original New World Gate is re-erected at the entrance of City Square
Mall. It symbolises the interconnectivity of Singapore’s past, present and future. CDL, the
developer of the current site, took the initiative to help remind visitors about the popular
history.

The Holy Trinity Church on Hamilton Road has an unusual architecture built with
Chinese-style green tile roofs and decorative motifs. Within a short walking distance is
a Tibetan Buddist temple. There is a small Ji Gong in the temple hall which served as a
reminder of the temple’s origin. It was a shrine called Chee Kong Tong Temple built in 1939
before changing its role in the 21st century.

Prostitution was the dark side of Jalan Besar. Although much of the prostitution activity
in this area has died down in the last decades, brothels located in shophouses along
Desker Road and Rowell Road lanes are probably still in operation. The architecture of
the conserved shophouses creates an alley by chance, enabling the prostitutes to remain
indoors without actively breaking the solicitation law. The informal rule was for them to
close the doors if the police or informants were in the vicinity.

Koh Teong Koo, a ricksaw puller who lived in 75 Maude Road, had once changed the
fortune of the Singapore’s first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew. During the early Japanese
Occupation period, Lee Kuan Yew was to be screened by Japanese soldiers. It happened
that Mr Koh’s dormitory for Hock Chia rickshaw pullers fell within the Jalan Besar registration
centre. Mr Lee stayed in the house for a night.

The next day, Mr Lee tried to leave the centre through the exit point, but the Japanese
soldier told him to join a group of young Chinese gathered nearby. Smelling danger, Mr
Lee asked if he could collect his belongings first. The soldier gave permission and Mr Lee
laid low with Mr Koh for another day until a different soldier was on duty. This time, he was
cleared to leave.

Mr Lee recalled that narrow escape in his memoir, The Singapore Story. He would
almost certainly have been taken to a beach and shot to death if not because of squatting
in the dormitory.
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