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The book documents over 700 years of Singapore’s history from
her early years, even before Sir Stamford Raftles arrival. More
specifically, it documents the life and development of the Chinese
community in Singapore, as well as the role of the Chinese
community in growing the nation’s economic, societal, cultural
and even political scenes.

With “Pride in our Past, Legacy for our Future” as its key
objective, this book aims to preserve the Singapore Chinese story,
history and heritage for future generations, as well as keep our
cultures and traditions alive. Therefore, the book aims to serve
as a comprehensive guide for Singaporeans, new immigrants and
foreigners to have an epitome of the Singapore society.

Extent 800 pages
Publication Date May 2019
Hardback $88

ISBN 978-981-3277-63-2
Paperback $46

ISBN 978-981-3278-32-5
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A Teacher and A Father

Recollections of Yao Kwok Wah by his
nephew Yao Swee Yuin

Mr Yao Kwok Wah (1910 — 1975) was the founding principal of Catholic
High School and who established the joint Chinese-English curriculum. He was
born in Jie Yang county, Guangdong Province and began his schooling at the
Sacred Hearts College in Guangdong. He then continued to University of China
of Beiping (ceased in 1949) pursuing language studies in Chinese and English.
After graduating at age 21, he returned home becoming a Swatow High School
Administrator and principal of St Joseph High School.

In 1934 the Singapore Catholic Church education programme had plans
to build a Catholic Chinese school and required a principal, effectively bi-lingual
in Chinese and English and also a Catholic by faith. The search ended with Mr
Yao Kwok Wah.

Yao applied himself determinedly to setup a Chinese-English educational
institution in Catholic High; and under his stewardship from 1935, a secondary
school was established in 1937 and change of name to Catholic High School
in 1939. With only a meager salary of $60 per month, much below prevailing
those of principals in other schools, he supported an aging mother and also
helped many children from poor families to pay their school fees. He was fully
supported by the school’s administrators to enhance English education in order
to prepare their students for better employment opportunities in then English-
ruled Singapore.

Yao Swee Yuin, presently 88 years of age, is son of Yao Kwok Toh the
brother of Yao Kwok Wah, shared his reminiscence with this writer. He also
recalls that, other than Mandarin and Chinese History, the two only subjects
conducted in Chinese, all other subjects were conducted in English. Old Chinese
classics were part of the Mandarin class syllabus and were taught by Yao Kwok
Toh, who was steeped in classical Chinese.

Under the guidance of Yao Kwok Wah to prepare students for the Senior
Cambridge examinations (present day’s O-levels), 14 students sat for the exams
in 1948, the first batch from Catholic High. Eight of these students passed,
amongst which Yao Swee Yuin was one.

During the Japanese Occupation period, teaching of Chinese was forbidden.
But Yao Kwok Wah quietly collected all the classic Chinese text books and hid
them in the teacher’s living quarters, together with the apparatus for teaching
Science subjects; to prevent their destruction by the Japanese authorities.

In 1951, the four storey Primary school building was completed. Yao Kwok
Wah had personally helped to raise funds; even travelling to different parts
Malaya to seek donations. His calligraphy for the four Chinese characters
Catholic High School is still preserved in the original building of the secondary
school. The words of the earlier school song was written by Yao Kwok Wah and
the music was written by Yao Hong Fen, elder brother of Swee Yuin.

In 1950 Yao Kwok Wabh left Catholic High and was appointed Senior
Inspector of Chinese Schools by the Department of Education. He brought the
similar bilingual ideology to several prestigious Chinese secondary schools.

Yao Swee Yuin and Yao Kwok Wah had an exceptionally close relationship
almost paternal like. He was always grateful for his uncle’s strong encouragement
to study English which ultimately made possible his university studies in Building
& Construction in England. When Swee Huin’s father died while he was still in
England, it was his uncle who persuaded him to stay and continue to finish his
studies. When Swee Yuin got married in 1967, he and his wife brought Yao Kwok
Wah with them on their honeymoon in Cameron Highlands. “How can | not treat
my third uncle like a father?’, said Swee Yuin.

Yao Kwok Wah and his wife raised a family of four daughters and three
boys. In 1975, he passed away from a heart attack.

(Translated by Kwan Yue Keng)
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Selegie, Mount Sophia and
Mount Emily

Selegie was a nutmeg plantation in the mid-19th century. Selegie Hill
was renamed as Mount Sophia, after the wife of Stamford Raffles, had
evolved into a cosy housing estate for middle and upper class.

Interestingly, the little hill hosted a number of girls’ schools which are
rich in historical context. They include Chung Hwa, Nan Hwa, Methodist
and St Margaret’s Primary School which still operates on the hill. San
Shan School was probably the only education institution on Mount
Sophia set up for both boys and girls. These schools were established
by Chinese philanthropists and western churches. A pre-war building that
housed Nan Hwa has been designated for education use. Today, it is a
kindergarten cum childcare centre.

Although these schools were located on the hill, they were just a
short walk from the Istana. In the 1960s, students would prefer to take a
shorter route by walking into the Istana from Orchard Road and exit from
the back gate. They did the reverse routine after school.

At the root of Mount Sophia, the government funded Selegie Primary
School is the first high-rise school in Singapore. The 10-storey huge and
composing building was luxurious enough to have 2 cargo lifts. Each lift
could accommodate a class of 40 students.

Selegie House was constructed in the early sixties and became
one of the tallest buildings in Singapore. It stands out in the immediate
vicinity of low-rise shophouses. Selegie House consists of three blocks -
two 10-storey and the other 20-storey. There were balconies joining the
blocks to foster closer interaction among the residents. Eventually, these
balconies were demolished due to security reasons. Selegie House, on
the other hand, continues to serve its residents and still maintains the
sense of tranquillity despite its busy location.

There are also other interesting historic architectures like the David
Elias Building and Ellison Building owned by Jewish landlords. These
buildings have the Star of David embossed on their facades. The Ellison
Building came into the spotlight recently when the government announced
that part of the building would be demolished to make way for the new
underground North-South Corridor. The plan was revisited after protest
from heritage lovers and the general public.

Mount Emily is adjacent to Mount Sophia. The Mount Emily’s
swimming pool opening came on the back of a boom in the establishment
of public sporting facilities, which started in the 1920s. There was a
growing awareness of the benefits of sports to the health and well-being
of the working class. Fulffilling its purpose, the opening of the municipal
swimming pool at Mount Emily extended swimming to the masses.

The hilltop swimming pool was a decommissioned service reservoir.
Completion of the much larger service reservoir at Fort Canning Hill in
1929 had made the old Mount Emily reservoir redundant. After serving
the nearby residents for more than half a century, the pool had lost its
flavour and came to closure. The pool is now a plot of green grass of land.
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6354 4078

admin@sfcca.sg =
http://www.sfcca.sg/scholarship/sfccascholarship
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