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Family Tradition
A Chat with Shawn Seah

In August this year, Shawn Seah, age 35, published the Chinese
book of “Seah Eu Chin-His Life & Times” (Global Publishing Company,
WUDQVODWHG E\ :HL -XQ +LV ¢UVW ERRN 30\ IDWKHU
in 2017 and sponsored by the National Heritage Board Singapore.
Shawn received a government scholarship to study at the National University
of Singapore majoring in economics and history. After graduating from
WKH /RQGRQ 6FKRRO RI (FRQRPLFV ZLWK D PDVW
himself to serve the community, including teaching in junior college,
GUDIWLQJ SROLFLHY DQG UHJXODWLRQV IRU WKH
LQ WKH OLQLVWU\ RI '"HIHQFH DQG WKH OLQLVWU)
Shawn is the sixth generation descendant of Seah Eu Chin who
DUULYHG LQ 6LQJDSRUH LQ IURP 7THRFKHZ &KD
6HDK (X &KLQYV OLIHWLPH KH PDGH D QXPEHU RI V
the society of Singapore. Eu Chin Street, Liang Seah Street, Peck Seah
Street, and Seah Street were named after the family. Ever since Shawn
was a child, he was always curious as to why these streets are named
after his ancestors. He went to Anglican High school where, although
his Chinese studies were not easy, it had eventually benefited him in so
many ways for his future. The passion for exploring history inspired
him to continue to participate in social activities that strengthened his
sense of belonging and responsibility towards Singapore.
Shawn started his research 10 years ago and subsequently
accumulated a mass of historical data, which was not an easy task
due to the lack of digital archives kept in libraries. No one believed he
would indeed finish this book, even his father was skeptical until Seah
(X &KLQYV JUDYH ZDV IRXQG LQ 7KH 6HDK |
cohesive and united, more and more people helped in researching
WKH KLVWRU\ RI WKH IDPLO\ 6KDZQYV ZLIH O0U
PDUULHG RQ WKH WK 0D\ WKLV \HDU ZDV RQH R
DQG YROXQWHHUV EHIRUH WKH &29,"' VZHSW WK
6KDZQ MRLQHG WKH OLQLVWU\ RI ODQSRZHU LQ
KH ZzDV GHSOR\HG WR GRUPLWRULHY WR WDNH FD
the Circuit Breaker period, the number of migrant workers infected increased
greatly each day. Shawn and many other public officers, doctors and
nurses all over Singapore tirelessly to feed, engage, nurse and care for
the hundreds of thousands of affected foreign worker residents. This
work Shawn did to certain extent similar to what his ancestor Seah Eu
Chin had done during the 1854 Hokkien-Teochew Riots in colonial Singapore.
Shawn gained friendship and respect from his efforts.
Throughout the pandemic, Singaporeans like Shawn Seah have stepped
up to take care of others. They have a broad international perspective
and humanistic compassion, as well as a spirit to take Singapore forward.
6KDZQYV FKLOG ZKR LV H[SHFWHG WR EH ERUQ
be the seventh-generation descendant of the grand patriarch Seah Eu Chin.
Hopefully, future generation will continue to be inspired and motivated by
the contribution of those who came before them.
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Tree of Chinese Writing
Grows Here Too

In the last issue we saw how much Cambridge scholar Joseph
IHHGKDP ORYHG &KLQHVH FXOWXUH %XW WKHU|
what he thought about the Chinese writing system.

,Q WKLV LVVXH OHWYV WDNH D ORRN DW &KLC
mastered and then put to good use to launch his monumental project on
Chinese science and technology.

Though Needham did not list Chinese writing as an invention in
his book, he gave a special introduction of the ancient written
script describing it as a strong unifying force for China and a key to its
civilisation. A key that led him into a life-long love affair with Chinese
culture.

IHHGKDPYV GHYRWLRQ WR ZULWWHQ &KLQHYV
ZLWK WKH DUJXPHQWY PDQ\ 6LQJDSRUHDQV XVH
dialect debate disregarding completely the unified writing system for
the variant forms of spoken Chinese.

Once travelling in China | was struck by how | was able to read
some of the ancient characters written on bamboo strips in a museum.
| felt overwhelmed by such a poignant moment of encounter across
millennia.

When watching the Beijing Olympics on TV in 2008, | was much
WDNHQ E\ WKH JDPHVY ORJR DQG WKH LFRQV R
pictographs presented as seal marks to millions of viewers across the
world.

Recently a collector friend asked artist Oh Chai Hoo to carve a
seal for a book on Chinese bronzes named Shen Zhai dedicated to
the memory of his late father. The character “shen” that Oh carved in
oracle bone script reveals a picture of a ritual bronze cauldron (a tripod
vessel). Amazingly, one single character could pack meanings so rich,
full and apt.

&RQWHPSRUDU\ DUWLVW ;X %LQJYV ZRUN %R
a story with only icons and symbols that anybody of whatever cultural
background can understand. Xu says these symbols work in the same
way as Chinese hieroglyphics originally did.

To transcend ethnic differences, 6LQJDSRUHDQ ODOLN 0D]
been learning calligraphy for many years. His interest first began with
his appreciation of the beauty of characters written on oracle bones and
ritual bronzes without even knowing a word of Chinese.

Scholars are recognising the Chinese writing system as one of
&KLQDYVY PRVW UHPDUNDEOH LQYHQWLRQV 6LQF
LW DV RQH RlI ZRUOGYY JUHDWHVW PLUDFOHV 8
using alphabet or phonetic letters it evolved independently of the
spoken language since ancient China was divided into warring
kingdoms until they were politically unified with one common script
which has remained in use to this day. Jao says this has enabled
Chinese writing to develop into a unique art form - calligraphy - as part
of what he calls the Hanzi Shu (tree of Chinese characters).

+DYHQYW ZH VXFK D WUHH WRR LQ 6LQJDSRLU
is widely used and calligraphy practised by young artists who express
WKHLU UHVSRQVH WR FRQWHPSRUDU\ LVVXHV VX
WKH DQFLHQW DUW RI VHDO FDUYLQJ"

'R ZH QRW FDUH LI WKH WUHH FRQWLQXHV W
DQG EHDXWLIXOO\ DQG UHPDLQ HYHUJUHHQ KHU|
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