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Singapore’s total fertility rate is a concern 
among policymakers today. In 2020, 
Singapore’s total fertility rate was just 
1.1 births per woman, well below the 
replacement rate of 2.1. 

The situation was very different 
five decades ago though. In the 1960s, 
Singapore’s total fertility rate was a stag-
gering 5.76.1 The old Kandang Kerbau 
(KK) Hospital was so busy that it was 
nicknamed the “Birthquake” Hospital. 
Between the 1950s and early 1970s, more 
than 1.2 million babies were born there.2 

In fact, in 1966 alone, 39,835 babies 
were born in the hospital. This earned the 
hospital a mention in the Guinness Book 
of Records for having the largest number 

of births in a single maternity facility – a 
record it held for a number of years. The 
publication described the hospital as the 
“largest maternity hospital in the world… 
with 316 beds and an annual ‘birthquake’ 
of over 26,000 babies”.3

Dr Tow Siang Hwa, who was the 
University Head of Obstetrics and Gyn-
aecology in the 1960s, recalled that the 
hospital had to “make use of all the space 
available” as there were insufficient 
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The old Kandang Kerbau Hospital was once known as the busiest maternity hospital in 
the world. Joanna Tan delivers the story behind a hallowed Singapore institution.

(Facing page) Newborn babies at the nursery of Kandang Kerbau Hospital, 1986. Ministry of Information and 
the Arts Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

(Above) A newborn at the Kandang Kerbau Hospital, 1986. Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, 
courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

beds. He said: “Some women even had 
to give birth under a bed where another 
woman was giving birth. To cope with 
the serious shortage of medical facilities, 
women who gave birth were sent home 
hours later if they stopped bleeding and 
showed no signs of complications. Nurses 
then visited the mother’s home until the 
baby’s umbilical cord dropped.”4

The midwives were, of course, just 
as overwhelmed. “Last time the old KK in 
Labour Ward, especially night shift, is very 
tough,” recalled Mary Hee Sock Yin who 
started working at KK Hospital in 1961. 
“And then you keep on delivering… the 
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patients, delivered until onto the floor. 
You have to put a green mat on the floor, 
to deliver the baby.”5 Fellow midwife 
Pong Siok Ing said that some deliveries 
were done with “patients lying on rubber 
macintoshes or on transport trolleys”. 
She said that the “babies kept coming 
so fast that there was no time for us to 
sterilise the rubber gloves in between. 
We had to use our bare hands.”6

Fifth General Hospital 
While largely seen as a maternity hospital 
today, KK had its origins as Singapore’s 
5th General Hospital. It began operations 
in 1860 with the transfer of patients from 
other hospitals. The hospital was divided 
into a section catering to the Europeans 
known as Seamen’s Hospital and another 
for locals known as Police Hospital.7 It 
offered gynaecology and childbirth ser-
vices from as early as the 1860s.8

The hospital was located at the site 
bounded by Serangoon, Selegie, Bukit 
Timah and Rochor roads. By at least the 
turn of the 20th century, it had become 

known variously as General Hospital 
Kandang Kerbau or Kandang Kerbau 
Hospital. The term kandang kerbau 
means “buffalo pen” in Malay, and it is 
believed the hospital was so named as 
bullock carts belonging to the colonial 
transport department were parked 
nearby. The Chinese referred to the 
hospital as Tek Kah Hospital. Tek kah, 
or zhu jiao in Mandarin, literally means 
“under the bamboo trees” in Hokkien as 
the hospital lay beneath a hillock dotted 
with bamboo plants.9 

Specialisation in Maternal Health 
Migrants to Singapore in the 19th cen-
tury were largely male. However, as 
more female migrants began arriving 
in Singapore in the first few decades 
of the 20th century, birth rates rapidly 
increased and naturally so did demand 
for maternity-related medical services.10 

The Free Maternity Hospital on 
Victoria Street became overwhelmed 
and patients had to be turned away. With 
more patients than beds, KK Hospital was 
renovated, expanded and converted into 
the Free Maternity Hospital comprising 
three one-storey buildings. When KK 

Hospital officially opened as a maternity 
hospital on 1 October 1924, the Free 
Maternity Hospital on Victoria Street 
moved to KK Hospital.11

Later, when this new maternity 
hospital proved unable to meet demand, 
one of the buildings was torn down and 
a three-storey block with 120 beds was 
erected in 1934. However, the number 
of births continued increasing so rap-
idly that another new block was built, 
increasing the number of beds to 180 
when it opened in July 1940. There were 
6,184 births that year – all pro bono. 
Paying patients and gynaecological cases 
were treated at the General Hospital on 
Outram Road.12

In the pre-war years, KK Hospital 
was a well-regarded hospital. J.S. English, 
Professor of Midwifery and Gynaecol-
ogy at the King Edward VII College of 
Medicine (1922–48) and Director of the 
hospital (1924–42), remarked in 1948 
that “before the war… it was then one 
of the finest in the world… twice as large 
as any such hospital in England. People 
from all over the world who visited the 
Hospital were deeply impressed by the 
facilities and equipment we had then”.13 

A midwife conducting a home visit to provide postnatal care, 1957. Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

Post-war Baby Boom 
During the Japanese Occupation of 
Singapore (1942–45), KK Hospital was 
renamed Chuo Byoin (Central Hospital) 
and functioned as a general hospital 
serving both locals and Japanese civil-
ians. Deliveries at the hospital dipped 
below 2,000 each year during that period. 
When the Occupation ended, the hospital 
resumed its pre-war role of caring for 
women’s health. With the consolida-
tion of all gynaecological and obstetric 
services at KK Hospital, it became the 
only maternity hospital in Singapore.14 

In the immediate post-war years, 
population growth in Singapore acceler-
ated and one of the contributing factors 
was the high fertility rate.15 In 1948 alone, 
KK Hospital saw 10,000 births, almost 
twice the number before the war, earning 
the description “busiest baby factory in 
the British Empire”. The hospital contin-
ued to handle slightly fewer than 1,000 
deliveries per month until 1950 when the 
monthly figure rose above 1,000 babies, 
resulting in overcrowded labour wards.16

To address the bed shortage, the 
hospital made plans in 1951 for a new 
extension with “outpatient clinics and 

(Top) A maternity ward in the Kandang Kerbau Hospital, 1950. The hospital was handling between 2,000 
and 3,000 deliveries per month during the post-war baby boom years so as many beds as possible were 
squeezed into the open ward. Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National 
Archives of Singapore.

(Above) Kandang Kerbau Hospital, 1950. By then, the hospital was unable to accommodate the many 
babies delivered there so an extension plan was drawn up in 1951 to provide more beds, outpatient 
clinics and space for ancillary departments. Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy 
of National Archives of Singapore.
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ancillary departments”, renovations 
to the existing wings and the addition 
of buildings to eventually increase bed 
capacity to 590, up from 240.17

Construction of the new extension 
began in 1953, but births continued to 
climb sharply with a new baby born 
every 10 minutes. As described in a 
1953 Straits Times article: “[T]he Kan-
dang Kerbau… last year dealt with over 
17,000 maternity cases, and a total of 
over 20,000 admissions in its 240 beds. 
For what the record is worth, Singapore 
can claim to have the busiest and most 
overcrowded maternity hospital in the 
world today. London’s famous Queen 
Charlotte’s maternity hospital deals 
with 3,000 births a year. At Kandang 
Kerbau five times as many babies are 
born, nearly a third of the total born in 
the Colony.”18 

A number of measures were intro-
duced in the 1950s to ease the hospital’s 
burden. In 1950, the length of hospital 
stay for each patient was reduced from 
10–12 days to three days. Midwives from 
the hospital’s Domiciliary Aftercare Ser-
vice, introduced in 1954, visited mothers 
who had been discharged 24 hours after 
confinement, and their babies, at home. 
They would report any abnormality to 
the hospital for follow-up action.19 

In October 1953, then Governor 
of Singapore John Nicoll endorsed the 

idea of home births.20 Under this policy, 
women with a normal prenatal exami-
nation could give birth at home if their 
home environment was conducive, and 
the Domiciliary Delivery Service was 
introduced in 1955 for this purpose.21 
Women who had received prenatal care 
at the hospital were offered the choice 

of home delivery. Staff then visited the 
women’s home to assess its suitability 
for home birthing.22

World’s Busiest Maternity Hospital
KK Hospital’s new extension finally 
opened in August 1955, but the bed 
capacity still fell far short of the num-
bers needed to keep up with demand. 
Deliveries in 1956 and 1957 were a stag-
gering 25,000 and 29,000 respectively, 
double the figure in 1951.23 In 1958, 
there were about 110 births per day 
at the hospital, or more than 40,000 a 
year, according to Minister for Health 
A.J. Braga.24 The number of babies 
born there continued to increase well 
into the 1960s.

Dr Yvonne Marjorie Salmon, a long-
serving obstetrician-gynaecologist who 
spent 44 years at KK Hospital, recounted 
her experience during the “birthquake” 
in 1966 when 39,856 babies were 
born. She said: “[T]here were so many 
born, 100–140 per day, that we could 
hardly cope. It was like a war zone, with 
emergency beds placed in the corridors 
and mothers delivering on the theatre 
trolleys and mattresses on the floor. 
There were so many deliveries that 
postnatal mothers sometimes had to lie 
crosswise, three to two beds (a record 
for neighbourliness).”25

The baby boom continued unabated 
until the effects of the national family 
planning campaign, launched in 1960, 

were felt when the total fertility rate 
dropped to 3.07 in 1970, down from 
3.22 in 1969.26 In 1970, for the first time, 
deliveries at KK Hospital dipped below 
30,000. Other government hospitals like 
Alexandra Hospital as well as private 
hospitals also started to take on some 
maternity patients, relieving KK Hospital 
of its caseload.27

Training and Education
In addition to providing maternity ser-
vices, KK Hospital also provided final 
year medical students with intensive 
training that included a three-month 
stay on the hospital ’s premises.28 
Among those who underwent training 
at the hospital was the second presi-
dent of Singapore, Dr Benjamin Henry 
Sheares (he served from 1971 until his 
death in 1981).29 

Sheares succeeded J.S. English as 
Acting Professor of Midwifery and Gyn-
aecology at the King Edward VII College 
of Medicine when the latter retired in 
1948. (In 1951, Sheares was appointed 
Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecol-
ogy at the University of Malaya; the first 

Undergoing training at the Kandang Kerbau Hospital, 1958. Ministry of Information and the Arts 
Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

Professor S.S. Ratnam and his team receiving the Guinness Stout Effort Award for their work on in-vitro fertilisation, 1983. Ratnam is 
pictured here carrying Asia’s first “test-tube baby”, Samuel Lee Jian Wei, who was delivered by Ratnam and his team at the Kandang 
Kerbau Hospital on 19 May 1983. Samuel’s mother is standing beside Ratnam, while his father is behind her. Ministry of Information 
and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

Learning how to handle newborn babies at the Kandang Kerbau Hospital, 1958. Ministry of Information 
and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

local to assume this post.)30 Like English, 
Sheares sought to improve maternal 
mortality and still-birth rates. Among 
his proposals were the implementation 
of a post-graduate course in obstetrics 
and gynaecology at the King Edward VII 
College of Medicine, with the doctors 
receiving their training at KK Hospital.31 
He also raised the standard of midwives, 
who now needed to have at least a pri-
mary English education and two years 
of training in a teaching hospital.32

Salmon, who had teaching duties 
at the hospital, said that the hospital in 
the 1960s provided good training for the 
staff: “As the ‘C’ Class (heavily subsidised) 
beds catering for the lower social classes 
were always fully occupied, the young 
doctors, medical students and nurses/
pupil midwives had more practical experi-
ence compared with the present time.”33 

When KK Hospital was reorganised 
in 1962 comprising a University Train-
ing Unit and two Clinical Training Units, 
it was recognised and accredited by 
the Royal College of Obstetricians and 
Gynaecologists (RCOG) in London as a 
post-graduate training centre for aspiring 

gynaecologists.34 This was a significant 
achievement as it meant that specialty 
training could be done locally instead of 
in the United Kingdom.

One of the first few doctors who 
received his training entirely in Singapore 
was Professor S.S. Ratnam (Shanmugarat-
nam s/o Sittampalam), who later headed 
the Department of Obstetrics and Gyn-
aecoloy at KK Hospital and then at the 
National University of Singapore. Ratnam 
recalled that he and his fellow doctors 
were initially afraid of failing the Member 
of the Royal College of Obstetricians and 
Gynaecologists (MRCOG) examinations 
in the UK, but most passed the examina-
tions on their first attempt.35

Medical Breakthroughs
Doctors at KK Hospital also contributed 
to medical research. In the 1950s, as Pro-
fessor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology of 
the University of Malaya’s Department of 
Obstetrics and Gynaecology at KK Hospi-
tal, Sheares invented a procedure known 
internationally as “Sheares Vaginoplasty” 
or “Sheares Operation” that created an 
artificial vagina for girls born without one. 
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was renamed KK Women’s and Chil-
dren’s Hospital, offering more facilities 
and better services to meet changing 
health demands. Paediatric medical 
services were also introduced.

KK Hospital continues to strive for 
excellence and innovation in women’s 
and children’s health services. The 
old Kandang Kerbau Hospital, where 
millions of children were born, has 
been designated a historic site by the 
National Heritage Board.40 

 “This new procedure was the result 
of my work in the early post-war years 
when quite a few women came to me 
with undeveloped vaginas and I carried 
out the operation as it was practised then 
but felt it was not right. I thought it out 
and developed my own procedure,” said 
Sheares. His procedure was described as 
“safer, more efficient and having better 
results than the traditional method”. A 
woman who underwent this procedure 
successfully delivered a seven-pound 
(3.2 kg) baby naturally in 1954 and sub-
sequently a second child as well.36

Sheares was also credited for being 
the first to perform caesarean sections 
using the lower segment method when 
he was Assistant Superintendent of KK 
Hospital during the Japanese Occu-
pation.37 This modern lower method 
minimised complications that could 
arise during surgery, resulting in a scar 
that was also stronger and better able 
to withstand future pregnancies.

“Under the old professor very few 
caesarean sections were carried out 
and they were all done by the classical 
method and not the modern lower seg-
ment method,” Sheares recalled. “I had 
to continue doing what I knew was not 
right. I tried to keep up with the times by 
reading journals but could not do what 
I wanted at all. Those were frustrating 
and heartbreaking years because I knew 
I was killing babies unnecessarily when 
they could have easily been saved by the 
lower segment caesarean section.” For 
his contributions, Sheares is known as 
the “father of obstetrics and gynaecol-
ogy in Singapore”.38

Another surgeon from KK Hospital 
who left his mark was Professor S.S. 
Ratnam. On 19 May 1983, Ratnam and 

S.S. Ratnam (left) and Benjamin Henry Sheares (right) at a banquet hosted by the Obstetrical and Gynaecological 
Society of Singapore (OGSS) at the Hilton Hotel, 1971. Ratnam was then the president of the OGSS, while 
Sheares was the president of Singapore. Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National 
Archives of Singapore.

Transfer of premature and neonatal babies from Kandang Kerbau Hospital to the new KK Women’s and Children’s Hospital on the last day of operations at the old 
hospital, 1997. Kandang Kerbau Women’s and Children’s Hospital Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

his team delivered Asia’s first “test-tube 
baby”, a baby conceived through in-vitro 
fertilisation, at KK Hospital. Three years 
later, he and his team of doctors also 
helped to deliver the first baby in Asia 
born from gamete intrafallopian transfer 
(GIFT), which involves a direct transfer of 
the sperm and egg into the fallopian tube.

Ratnam was very proud of Singa-
pore’s contributions to the field of obstet-
rics and gynaecology. He said: “We had 
a number of firsts… the first in Asia IVF 

baby… the first GIFT baby born in Asia… 
the first in the world to be successful 
with micro-injection of sperms direct 
into the egg… We have made contribu-
tions not only to ourselves here, but to 
the world... Doesn’t matter from which 
unit or institution the work comes from, 
but in Singapore.”39

A New Beginning
In 1997, KK Hospital moved into its new 
building at 100 Bukit Timah Road and 
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