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Singapore is a unique city-state, an economic miracle, a political phenomenon. Many marvel at
her very existence. How did Singapore survive? Who built this country? What is the secret of her
success?Leaders of Singapore is a fascinating account of the history and development of
Singapore from 1945 to 1995, narrated in personal, forthright terms by her most prominent
citizens. In a series of remarkable and revealing interviews, Singapore's most famous, most
powerful and wealthiest men and women reveal the mysteries and intrigues of the past, describe
the triumphs and tragedies which shaped their lives, and share their strategies for success and
achievement.This is a pioneering work. It goes beyond any other work in exploring and
explaining, through the voices of her people, the source of Singapore's achievements: the
Leaders of Singapore and their relentless, uncompromising and often brutal fight for
survival.Prominent personalities in LEADERS OF SINGAPORE include the founders of the
People's Action Party: Lee Kuan Yew, Goh Keng Swee, Toh Chin Chye and S Rajaratnam, Lim
Chin Siong, David Marshall, Devan Nair and Ong Pang Boon, who gathered in Lee Kuan Yew's
smoke-filled Oxley Road basement, plotting revolution. They appear side-by-side with the
original billionaires Lee Kong Chian, Tan Lark Sye, Tan Siak Kew, Runme Shaw, CK Tang, Ko
Teck Kin, Kwek Hong Png, Ng Teng Fong, YC Chang, Tan Chin Tuan and Wee Cho Yaw. and a
generation of nation-builders, activists, and artists who braved the initial shock of independence
in 1966, and worked to ensure that Singapore survived, thrived, and prospered. Singapore's
sages — men like Lim Kim San, Michael Wong Pakshong, Wee Chong Jin, Lim Chong Yah,
Arthur Lim and Liu Kang — describe their challenges, failures and successes, and share
nuggets of wisdom on survival, success, and life.
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“When the boat arrived in Singapore, we were not permitted to go ashore at the sea coast, so we
had to go to the island opposite.That was St. John’s Island. We were vaccinated and
quarantined.We divided some rice among us.We were given sardines, a packet of salted soya
beans and salted vegetables, just to keep alive.After about a week, a sampan sent us to the
Number Four Godown at Boat Quay. A rickshaw puller took me to where my relative was, in
Chulia Street.My relative said, “I haven’t seen you before.What are you doing here in Singapore
at such a young age?”I said, “My father is having a hard life in China, and he said maybe I
should come to Singapore and become an apprentice, and to study at night.”Kwek Hong
Png(1918 - 1994)

72, Neil Road

To my family

AcknowledgementsIn the sunset of a life, a certain wisdom arises. A wry wisdom, acutely
truthful. Bred from a lifetime of ups and downs, seasoned with pain, steeped in years. Honed
and tempered by a life well lived. It is this wisdom that this book tries to capture, and set down in
words.This book traces its roots a Shaw family wedding, a huge society affair in which I found
myself next to the renowned ophthalmic surgeon, Professor Arthur S.M. Lim. We fell to
discussing a shared passion for publishing. “There is a book I think you should write,” he opined.
“It is about the leaders of Singapore: people who built this country, and led us into nationhood.
They are now coming to the end of their lives. If you don’t get to them fast, it will be too late.”I
have always been fascinated by the question of leadership. Why do some people become



leaders, others not? What traits and which qualities make a leader? Are these traits and qualities
inborn, or nurtured? Perhaps the best answers would come from those who are themselves,
leaders.Thus began a year spent knocking at doors, armed with tape recorders, prying into the
lives and memories of our leading citizens. Getting through the door was a most punishing task. I
used all manners of introduction. Friends and relatives were prevailed upon to assist. My powers
of persuasion were used to the fullest, and not always successfully. I spent many hours of
correspondence, and the whole day on the phone to the secretary, ending up with a firm “no”
from J.Y.M. Pillay himself.Who are the leaders of Singapore? They are men and women who
have contributed to the direction, vision, character and form of our country. Political leaders have
set our vision, and rallied the people. Builders gave the vision its shape and form. Business
tycoons created the material bedrock. And social, cultural and community leaders gave uniting
values and colourful diversity to our culture. Without these men and women, our country would
be very different.If we define a leader as “one who has made a contribution to our nation and its
peoples,” then perhaps everyone should be a leader. We are a small island, with no other
resource but people. Each person should in some way be a leader. Each child must grow up,
schooled in leadership. So then, we may ask, how is this done?Thirty leaders were interviewed
in the course of this study. I put to them a number of basic questions. “Why,” I asked, “are you a
leader? How did you become so? Who and what guided and shaped your life?”My meetings
were very unpredictable. It is unpleasant to have a stranger poking around in the darkest corners
of one’s life. Like a physician, I probed most persistently and relentlessly at those parts that
hurt.“You will never know how painful it is. To even think of Bahau.” A prominent Eurasian leader
spoke reluctantly, and then angrily, about the Japanese occupation. “Why should I do it? I have
spent fifty years trying to put it out of my mind. And you come along with your questions. Tell me,
why should I answer? Why?”“Why do you ask such stupid questions?” exploded Dr. Goh Keng
Swee, his face dark with anger. My eyes wide with fright, I barely managed to whisper, “Because
they are things that I don’t know.” “Let them be unknown!” he thundered. There was a tense
silence. I fought the urge to bolt for the door. Later, he was to write me a kind note, apologising
for his temper.“I suspect,” he wrote, “it is the questions that you ask. I mean, What is leadership?
How does it develop? Can it be nurtured? There is no good answer to any of these questions,
except the last, which is No.Why did they tolerate my questions? They are each, exceptional
people. They are leaders. They have courage, confidence, and an incredible sense of mission. I
appealed for their help. “We must understand,” I argued, “why Singapore succeeded. How we
can continue to succeed. We must know. Otherwise, a new, untutored generation may fail. And
all you have done will come to nought.” They agreed to help. And in the hours that followed, we
searched for answers.I tried to convey the responses just as they were spoken. At times, I wrote
verbatim. The leaders spoke in parables full of insight and unexpected meaning. I tried to convey
the hesitation, the silence, and the many false starts. Sentences that trailed off into silence. The
anger, the laughter, and occasional tears.There are 38 biographies in this study; just a few of this
generation of pioneers. These men and women were introduced on the basis of seniority, civic



contribution, and their witness of the landmarks of Singapore’s history. Their narratives have
been grouped in chronological and thematic chapters. Chapter One, “Brave New World” (1945 -
1955) covers the Second World War and its impact on post-war Singapore, the economic boom
of the 1950’s, the rise of the Left, and the struggle for Merdeka. Chapter Two, “The Struggle for
Singapore” (1955 - 1965) describes the political tussles between the Left and Right, Battle for
Merger and the entry into Malaysia. Chapter Three, “Creating a Nation” (1965 - 1975) chronicles
the traumatic separation of Singapore from Malaysia, and the setting out of an independent
nation. Chapter Four, “Global City” (1975 - 1985) focuses on the growth and maturing of
Singapore, its economy and society.The arrangement of the text, the setting out of the chapters,
the grouping and order of the people, and the number of pages accorded to each do not, in any
way, reflect the relative or absolute standing, position or contribution of each leader. Indeed,
some leaders of Singapore have been entirely excluded. due to their relative youth,
inaccessibility, or sufficient treatment that they received elsewhere. Some relatively unsung
leaders have been elevated due to their unique, previously unexplored and highly valuable
perspectives. The thematic treatment of history, and the resulting prominence of each leader,
differs from many established works. But our nation’s heritage is rich and diverse, and will allow
many different perspectives. Many lights, it is hoped, will bring greater illumination.The wedding
party of C. k. Tang in Swatow, 1930.I cannot find sufficient words to thank the leaders of
Singapore. They allowed a stranger to enter their homes and rummage through their lives. They
were hauled over sometimes painful memories, and relived times of crisis and doubt. Their
courage, tolerance, patience, and their willingness to share their most personal thoughts,
perhaps at some risk to themselves and discomfort to their families. were extraordinary.I would
like to thank my Advisory Board: Professor Arthur Lim, Professor Tommy Koh and Mr Hwang Yen
Kang for their leadership and guidance throughout the course of this study.Many persons
contributed to this book. Gerald Gay, assisted by David Lim and Jessica Khoh of Through the
Lens produced the fine portraiture. Kodak generously contributed their high quality film, and
Apple, their computer system for digital photo enhancement. Raffles Commercial Colour Lab
sponsored the digital scanning, and Spectra Colour Lab donated the photo enlargements for the
working layouts. Newton Computers sponsored the SyQuest cartridges for digital storage. Betty
Khoo and Noris Ong of Coopers & Lybrand, the international accounting firm, scrutinized the
monies. Terry and Lena Ng of Huntington Communications managed the public relations.The
students of the National University of Singapore responded to my plea for archival searches and
translation. I would like to mention Tan Heng Kit, Lim Le Min, Tan Keng Hwee, Alice Cheng,
Chern Siang Wei, Thomas Lee, Pheobe Lim, Rohan Harith, amongst others. The National
University Library staff were very helpful to us all. I would like to thank the staff of the SPH
Library who made their newspaper archives available, and fulfilled our endless requests for
photographs. A special thanks to Mrs. Lily Tan, director of the National Archives and Oral History
Centre, and her able staff, for granting access to the excellent collection therein.Jasmine Bu,
Leon Choong and Denise Wong proofread the manuscript and made many corrections. Hubie



Ordoyo and Roland Ng did the design and layout. The book was printed by Dora and Charlie
Chan of Craftprint.Gretchen Liu and Russell Ng gave many hours to editing the manuscript. With
their expert guidance, the book was greatly improved.Without the assistance and guidance of
the following persons, the book would not have taken shape. In alphabetical order, I would like to
thank Abdul Rahim Ishak, Chiang Jih Hau, Jenandas Devan, Sonia Dyne, Suellen Fung, Kwek
Leng Joo, Lee Han Shi, Lee Kip Lin, Lim Chor Pee, Michael Hwang, Rafiq Jumabhoy, Lee Seng
Tee, Janet Tang Liok, Liu Thai Ker, Jean Marshall, Philip Ng, Russell Ng, Puan Noor Aishah, Ow
Chio Kiat, Pang Cheng Lian, Peter Seah, Priscylla Shaw, Shaw Vee King, Shaw Vee Meng,
Robert Tan, Tan Hua Luc, Tan Puay Hiang, Joseph Tay, Tauhida Rosihan, Denis Tay Khoon Tek,
Wee Ee Chao, Denise Wong, Helen Yeo and Michelle Yeo.May I thank my father Ng Cheong
Ling, and uncle Y.K. Hwang who answered my endless questions and made many valuable
suggestions throughout.I must thank my husband Tony and my children: Kenneth, Catherine,
Kevin and Caroline, for their love, patience and comfort.This book is a very small start. But I
hope that it is a good start to a tradition of enquiry into our country and its people. I hope that we
will continue to seek answers to the difficult questions of life. And to listen, and learn from our
elders, who have so much to say, and so little time to say it.
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marlin, “Good supplemental reading into the history of Singapore.. A series of interviews of
various pioneering political and business giants from the 1960s. LKY is noticeably absent, but
some of the opposition are here. Great reading if you are interested in Singapore's political
climate around the time of independence. Lots of good insight in the mindset of many surviving
leaders too (as of 2015). Of course the majority of the leaders featured tend to be Chinese, so if
you're hoping for information on the Malay, Indian or Eurasian leaders, apart from the really
famous ones such as David Marshall and Yusuf Ishak (not a true interview since he was
deceased by that time), you'll have to look elsewhere.Can't beat the price as I read it FOC on my
Kindle app. Thanks Amazon!”

The book by Melanie Chew has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 1 people have provided feedback.
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