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Neo Tiew with his medals, 1975. Image reproduced from L, .
L2 /5 EEFEE A A G (From

National Library, Singapore, call no.: RCLOS 305.8951 PLE;
Accession no. B29487728C).
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The opening up of Lim Chu
Kang owes much to the efforts
of Neo Tiew, who helped clear
the land and later became the
headman of the area.
By Alvin Tan
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eo Tiew Estate is a small housing estate in
Lim Chu Kang.! It consists of three low-rise
blocks of vacant flats, a disused market and
food centre, and an abandoned children’s playground.
The residents were resettled in the late 1990s and early
2000s and the estate is now used for training by the
Singapore Armed Forces.
Neo Tiew Estate, and the nearby Neo Tiew Road,
Neo Tiew Crescent and Neo Tiew Lanes 1,2 and 3 are
named after a remarkable man by the name of Neo
Tiew (2H; 1884-1975).2 Neo played an instrumental
role in the development of Lim Chu Kang. It is thanks
to his energy and vision that the area was cleared and
became used as farmland. While agriculture is no
longer a large part of Singapore’s economy today, the
Lim Chu Kang area has an important role to play in
the country’s plans to become more self-sufficient in
food. A century after Neo first began clearing the area,
the impact of his work is still being felt.

A Meeting of Minds

It was 1914 and businessman Alexander W. Cashin
(1876-1947) owned 800 acres of land in Lim Chu
Kang that he wanted to develop.’ He needed someone
honest and trustworthy, and with experience in land
clearance and plantation management. He found that
man in the person of Neo Tiew.*

Bornin 1884 in Nan'an county in Fujian province,
China, Neo left his impoverished hometown in 1897
at the age of 13 in search of a better life in Singapore.
He worked in various odd jobs after he arrived and
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eventually ended up managing a rubber plantation
in Selangor until 1912.

That was also the year when he took over his
uncle’s brick-making business, Yuanshengfa, which
was located on Holland Road. Through this business,
Neo met Cashin, who was one of the customers Neo
supplied bricks to. Cashin found Neo to be honest,
hardworking and capable, and approached him to
clear hisland in Lim Chu Kang.® In 1914, Neo took up
Cashin’s offer and this decision put Neo on the path
to reshaping the area.

Opening Lim Chu Kang

Neo approached the task like a military operation.
Deploying 800 men to clear 800 acres of land was
not simple. Getting to Lim Chu Kang, in the absence
of roads from the town (and with only a sparse net-
work of jungle tracks in the area itself), was a tedious
undertaking that involved sailing from Telok Ayer to
the Strait of Johor.°

With an advance party of eight men, Neo brought
along boatloads of building materials. About 1.5
kilometres from their landing point, the team began
clearing the secondary jungle and putting up huts,
while spending their nights onboard their boats. After
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A map of Lim Chu Kang, with its network of roads named after Neo Tiew.
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(Above) Neo Tiew and the road
named after him, 1975. Image
reproduced from FrIE =2
SIEB SRR EIER: £
JE B4 BTEE - (From National
Library, Singapore, call no.:
RCLOS 305.8951 XJP-[HYT];
Accession no. B27705320D).

(Right) Thong Hoe Village in Lim
Chu Kang was named after one of
the provision shops that Neo Tiew
owned. He was also the headman
of the village. Photo taken in
1975. Image reproduced from
T RE BRSPS A
FEIETE: /5 BT ERTAE /i (From
National Library, Singapore, call
no.: RCLOS 305.8951 XJP-[HYT];
Accession no. B27705320D).
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completing their temporary accommodation, Neo
brought in the next wave of 40 men to augment his
workforce. Over time, as the work advanced steadily
inland, their beachhead became Neo’s command
centre.

It took five years for the men to clear theland and
reach the upper tributaries of Kranji River where Neo
decided to build a jetty to take advantage of the river
as a communications artery. They also planted large
numbers of coconut trees, pineapple plants and later,
rubber trees. (Neo’s methodical and systematic land
clearance drew the attention of businessman Mirza
Mohamed Ali Namazie, who approached Neo to clear
900 acres of his land in the area as well.”)

Building Lim Chu Kang

This was when Neo’s business took off. Together with
Cashin’s gift of 60 acres of land, Neo expanded his own
land to 200 acres, centred around Nam Hoe Village and
the jetty he built. (The village was named after its most
prominent landmark, the Nam Hoe provision shop that
Neo had opened.®)

The Kranji River was Nam Hoe Village’s only
connection to the outside world. To get to Woodlands
Road, which was the most direct route to the town, one
would first have to traverse by boat down the river and
disembark at Jalan Nam Huat. This inaccessibility also
cut the area off from the growing traffic that came when
the Causeway opened in 1923.°

Neo lobbied the colonial government to build a
road to connect the Lim Chu Kang area to the rest of
the island.”” The government insisted on a co-payment
model and left Neo to canvass and raise funds for this
project. In total, more than $30,000 was raised for the
8-kilometre-long road.

On 4 October 1930, the Public Works Department
opened a tender for the construction of “earthwork
formation for new road at Lim Chu Kang”." By 1932,
Lim Chu Kang Road was “open to within 1% miles of
the Johore Straits”.!?

The new road provided the impetus for the found-
ing of another village, Thong Hoe, which was named
after yet another provision shop owned by Neo."*

Lim Chin Sei, who used to be a farmer in Lim Chu
Kang, recalled in his oral history interview that the
provision shop was the centre of village life, a meeting
point and the place where Neo arbitrated and resolved
disputes and quarrels. According to Lim, Neo loved to
regale his audience with stories — there were no airs about
him despite his wealth - and he frequently attended
weddings and funerals, keeping his pulse on things.
When it came to crime though, Neo was firm and no-
nonsense, and the village thugs were afraid of him."

Seeing that Lim Chu Kang needed a proper
school, Neo donated five acres of land and a sum of
money to set up Kay Wah School (present-day Qihua
Primary School) in 1938. Subsequently, Kay Wah
School opened branches in Nam Hoe Village and
the nearby Ama Keng Village (named after a temple

dedicated to Mazu, goddess of the sea, which was built
in the area in 1900).1°

At Neo’s behest, the government eventually
opened a maternal clinic, staffed by a matron trained
in midwifery, in the village in 1940. As a result, Neo
no longer had to drive in the dark of night to send a
woman in labour to the nearest hospital, which was
what he used to have to do.'®

In 1937, the Nanyang Siang Pau newspaper
described the Lim Chu Kang area as a well-equipped
model village of 5,000 that had acquired a distinctive
character and atmosphere under Neo’s astute direction
and hard work.” Neo’s philanthropy, tucked away in
remote Lim Chu Kang, might have lacked prominence
but its impact on the lives of the villagers, most of
whom were farmers, was immense.

Lim Chu Kang’s agrarian character began to
change in the 1930s. In 1934, the government acquired
54 acres in Lim Chu Kang for the Royal Air Force
(RAF) to build RAF Tengah. By December 1935, the
airbase — which occupied 130 acres and had “one of the
longest runways of any aerodrome in the Empire” - was
declared ready for load testing. On 2 November 1936,
the aerodrome was declared open after four aircraft,
led by Air Commodore SW. Smith, Commander of
the RAF Far East, landed at 10 am."®

The War Years

World War II brought immense tragedy to Neo, who
was deeply involved in anti-Japanese resistance activi-
ties from 1937. A key figure in the fundraising efforts,
Neo was also a staunch supporter of Chiang Kai-shek’s
Kuomintang (KMT; Chinese Nationalist Party), with
its capital in Chongqing in Sichuan, China.

In 1940, Neo was appointed by Chiang to head
the Singapore branch of the KMT Youth League of
the Three Principles of the People (Z R E X EEH).”
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(Top) The Nam Hoe provision shop
owned by Neo Tiew in Nam Hoe Village
(undated). Image reproduced from &
L2 REEEREA KA
FETEXTAE (From National Library,
Singapore, call no.: RCLOS 305.8951
PLE; Accession no. B29487728C).

(Above) Medical services by the Ama
Keng Maternity and Child Welfare
Clinic, 1956. Ministry of Information
and the Arts Collection, courtesy of
National Archives of Singapore.

(Left) A class in progress at Kay Wah
School in Ama Keng Village, 1986.
Courtesy of National Archives of
Singapore.
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(Left) Neo Tiew with the Singapore Rural
Board (Western Region) Volunteer Police,
c. 1950s. Neo Tiew helped establish
this police force during the Malayan
Emergency. Collection of the National
Museum of Singapore, National Heritage
Board. Gift of Mr Neo Ah Chap.

(Below) Calligraphy scroll in memory of
the massacre of 35 members of Neo Tiew’s
family during the Japanese Occupation,
1969. The scroll was signed by Gao Xin,
chairman of the Chinese Government
Overseas Chinese Affairs Committee,
Republic of China. Collection of the National
Museum of Singapore, National Heritage
Board. Gift of Mr Neo Ah Chap.

* A ABE AL TG A R0 s =
3 s i i e pnBE A2 rx A R Rd gl bR AL
2% Bk & . & &8 ek BEA R 2 e Rk flm i)
a AAEF AT AR AR LgHERYEMELR
e x g ra il RERAGeALLEN4REEXE
+ HHEALEELaipibin BLXEER L RLENER
~N FALE SR -KBRE O aELATIRETRITA
g Lz dPfewp@lE AbkS AERAR L eF
3 TR SAEAFARSE RALBRZ ARG 2 2N bake
Lo fERAXBRIAFTLHTE wmAieg el iR
7T e hreRagiss Al R AFRrLAl g
O RLERELLEEFRTIRE TotABRpzkEgvT R
"y A RRAR B t e dokE AL L
. RAHIBEREw AiADXTIAIPRLLEEY
A AN K@ X o FMEF SRR L —Fe

One of his missions was said to consist of setting up
two clandestine wireless transmission stations in his
coconut estates to provide intelligence to Chongging.

On 13 February 1942, with the imminent fall of
Singapore to the Japanese, Neo and one of his sons
were evacuated to India and thereafter to China. The
following day, tragedy befell Neo when his entire
family of 35 left behind in Singapore was massacred
by the Japanese.?

While in China, Neo enrolled in Chiang’s “anti-
bandit army and was instrumental in persuading
many of the lawless to lay down their arms”. Neo said
he enjoyed a close friendship with Chiang. “When
General Chiang died, I was invited to attend his
funeral, but I sent my son as a representative,” he told
the New Nation newspaper in 1975. “We were in the
same unit of the Chinese Army before the Cultural
Revolution and Chiang was my junior.”

When the Japanese Occupation ended, Neo
returned to Singapore and found out that his entire
family had been killed. He rebuilt his life, remarried
and settled down in Lim Chu Kang. However, the

Malayan Emergency (1948-60) brought new prob-
lems and a price of $15,000 was reportedly put on his
head. Neo was supposedly unperturbed by this and
remarked that “[his] flesh is very expensive indeed”.

Neo had good reason to be confident because
he commanded the Singapore Rural Board (Western
Region) Volunteer Police - which the government
equipped with both arms and uniforms - for the Lim
Chu Kang area. Neo was given six pairs of handcuffs
and 14 shotguns, although the shotguns were more
for dealing with tigers than criminals.”

Crime was rare as Neo had his own methods of
dealing with offenders. Repeat and serious offenders
were turned over to the government and repatriated
to China, according to a Straits Times report. Those
caught gambling had to buy and distribute biscuits
to every household with an apology, while caught
stealing were made to wear a huge paper hat with
the words “T am a thief” and made to parade from
house to house.”

That said, Neo did not take his safety for granted
as was demonstrated in March 1953 when a reporter

and photographer from the Straits Times decided to
visit Neo at Thong Hoe Village.

“We stopped our car by the roadside, and asked
where the headman was. ‘He is waiting for you,’
said the man, pointing to a big house in the centre
of the village. We were startled. We had arrived
unannounced. We walked into the house, followed
by three silent men and were challenged by a grey
haired man, who stared at us with silent hostility,”
wrote the reporter. “I am Neo Tiew, and I own this
village. Who are you, and what do you want with
me?” he asked.”

Neo Tiew in a Chinese military uniform, 1910s. Image reproduced from
L Z 5 REEHERLE A JEAFE TS (From National
Library, Singapore, call no.: RCLOS 305.8951 PLE; Accession no.
B29487728C).
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When the reporter reached into his pocket for
his press card, Neo immediately grabbed the pistol
that hung from his hip. Introductions made, Neo
explained his caution. “Forgive me, but I have many
enemies. I do not intend to get caught off guard by
strangers. I am a wanted man.”*

Threats to his safety did not dilute Neo’s concern
for the welfare of the villagers. He was called “The
Big Boss” by residents, and was regarded with affec-
tion and admiration. Neo was someone they could
turn to for help and advice.” In November 1952, he
donated a generator to provide Thong Hoe Village
with basic electricity supply.”

Neo’s work and contributions were recognised
when he was admitted as a Member of the Most
Excellent Order of the British Empire (MBE) by
Queen Elizabeth II in June 1954.22 Neo Tiew Road
was also named in his honour.”

In the 1950s, the colonial government expanded
its efforts in developing the island. From 1952, the
government began acquiring land to resettle squat-
ters and develop Singapore’s agricultural sector.*

Handicapped by alimited budget and high land
costs, land acquisition did not take place on a large
scale. Regardless, the government launched Operation
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Gift of Mr Neo Ah Chap.

of National Archives of Singapore.

(Above) Medal with the accompanying certificate for the
Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (MBE) awarded
by Queen Elizabeth Il to Neo Tiew, 1954. Collection of the
National Museum of Singapore, National Heritage Board.

(Left) A Chinese temple in Lim Chu Kang, 1986. Courtesy
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Neo Tiew Estate
consisted of three
low-rise blocks
of flats, a market
and food centre,
and a children’s
playground. The
estate is now
used for training
by the Singapore
Armed Forces.
Photo by Jimmy
Yap.

Clean-up on 12 July 1956. With a budget of $5.5 mil-
lion, more than 5,000 acres of old rubber plantations,
swamp and scrubland in areas such as Lim Chu Kang,
Kranji and Choa Chu Kang were cleared for resettle-
ment. Within five years, 20 resettlement areas opened
up and 2,000 people were relocated.”

Development and Resettlement

After Singapore attained self-government in 1959,
the government began implementing infrastructure
development programmes. In 1960, Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew announced that a community centre
- a modest, simple structure costing about $15,000
each - would be built at Thong Hoe Village, among
other places.*

In May 1963, a new maternal and children’s
health clinic was opened in Thong Hoe Village to
some fanfare. Life further improved with the arrival
of electricity. In March 1963, the Public Utilities Board
announced its rural electrification programme at a
cost of $1.4 million, covering 42 kampongs, rural
roads and benefiting 2,000 homes.*

As farming villages across Singapore emptied out
in the 1980s, this spelled the end of a unique way of
life in Lim Chu Kang. Bennett Neo, Neo Tiew’s oldest
grandson, grew up in Thong Hoe village in the 1970s.
Bennett was born in in 1969 and lived in the village
with his grandparents, uncles and their families. “We
had a shop and I remember selling drinks and candy
there,” he recalled. “We also operated a cinema with
both open-air and sheltered seats.”

Bennett said that the family was quite self-
sufficient as “we kept our own pigs and chickens
and we also had fruit trees”. His grandfather may
have been Neo Tiew the headman, but as they were
living in rural Singapore, they had to use coconut
husks as fuel for the kitchen stove.

As a child, Bennett enjoyed the carefree exis-
tence afforded by living in a rural area. He spent his
time climbing trees and catching fish. His childhood

The highlight of the year for
Bennett was the Hungry Ghost
Festival. It was “most memorable
as there would be an elaborate
celebration with a getai show, an
auction and a big dinner”.

friends included Malays and Indians, who could
speak Hokkien. The highlight of the year for Ben-
nett was the Hungry Ghost Festival. It was “most
memorable as there would be an elaborate celebration
with a getai show, an auction and a big dinner”.**

The area received a minor boost when the
Housing and Development Board built Neo Tiew
Estate at the junction of Lim Chu Kang Road and
Neo Tiew Road in 1979. The estate provided neigh-
bourhood amenities to people living around that
part of Lim Chu Kang for about two decades until
the estate was selected for the Selective En-bloc
Redevelopment Scheme in 1998.% In 2002, the estate
was taken over by the Singapore Armed Forces and
turned into an urban warfare training facility that
simulated fighting in a built-up environment.

The area’s physical transformation was, how-
ever, far from complete. At the National Day Rally
in 2013, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong unveiled
plans to transform Paya Lebar with the relocation
of Paya Lebar Air Base. This would free up 800
hectares of land for “new homes, new offices, new
factories, new parks, new living environments, new
communities” - in effect, a blank slate in a choice
site in the heart of the island.*

While this was welcome news to many, the new
policy had a knock-on effect on Lim Chu Kang. In
2017, it was announced that Lim Chu Kang Road
would be realigned for the expansion of Tengah Air
Base to accommodate the relocation of assets from
Paya Lebar Air Base. Six farms had to be cleared

and the Choa Chu Kang Chinese Cemetery was to
be reduced by one-third of its current size.*”

In a further twist of fate, the Covid-19 pan-
demic has given Lim Chu Kang a new lease of life. In
March 2019, just months before the coronavirus first
emerged, the government announced a “30 by 30”
goal to produce 30 percent of Singapore’s food needs
locally by 2030.%

The plan attained a new urgency after the pan-
demic was declared and supply chains became severely
disrupted. For a country that imports 90 percent of its
food, the “30 by 30” goal was now a strategic imperative.

In October 2020, the Singapore Food Agency
announced that Lim Chu Kang would be transformed
into a “high-tech agri-food cluster” to strengthen
Singapore’s food security and create jobs for Singa-
poreans. The food cluster is expected to “produce
more than three times its current food production
when completed” and development works are slated
to start in 2024.” Far from fading into irrelevance
in increasingly urbanised Singapore, rural Lim Chu
Kang is now poised for a bright new future. It appears
that Neo Tiew’s efforts over a century ago are still
bearing fruit. +
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Neo Tiew with his medals and certificates of honour, 1975. Image

reproduced from /L Z#: /5 EERIE A JFEAFIETEX

14 (From National Library, Singapore, call no.: RCLOS 305.8951 PLE;
Accession no. B29487728C).

Mrs Neo Tiew (2nd from left), Neo Tiew (3rd from left), and
their good friends, Mrand Mrs Peng Song Toh (undated). Peng
Song Toh was a famous journalist and editor of several Chinese
newspapers, including the Nanyang Siang Pau, from the 1950s
to the 1970s. In 2021, Mdm Peng Lee Er, the daughter of Peng
Song Toh, donated her father’s collection of items relating to
Neo Tiew to the National Library. Image reproduced from &%
L EZ 7 /5 BERTHE A JE A& TS0 (From National
Library, Singapore, call no.: RCLOS 305.8951 PLE; Accession no.
B29487728C).

NEO TIEW’S PHOTOGRAPHS
AND PERSONAL DOCUMENTS

The National Library of Singapore’s Peng Lee Er
Collection, Hsu Yun Tsiao Collection and Singa-
pore Lam Ann Association Collection contain
photographs and personal documents relating
to Neo Tiew. These include photographs of the
medals and certificates of honour awarded to Neo
by the Chinese Kuomintang government and the
British colonial government for his help defending
Singapore during World War II and the Malayan
Emergency as well as his contributions in develop-
ing Lim Chu Kang.

There are also photographs of the scenery
and amenities in Lim Chu Kang such as Kay Wah
School (now Qihua Primary School) and the Nam
Hoe provision shop. Other photographs include
those of Neo’s family and friends, his funeral in
1975 and the epitaph presented to him in 1946 by
the Kuomintang government in memory of the
massacre of 35 of his family members during the
Japanese Occupation.
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A letter written by Neo to the Chinese Chamber
of Commerce during the exhumation of war victims
in Singapore in 1962 describes the torture and killing
of his family members.

Readers can make a request to view the follow-
ing materials from the Reference Counter at Level 11
of the Lee Kong Chian Reference Library, National
Library Building.

o wMILEH: REEERRA. KATIATXH
(Call no. RCLOS 305.8951 PLE; Accession no.
B29487728C)

o FINER I SEBE RS AIEIER: REHAERR
F (Call no. RCLOS 305.8951 XJP-[HYT]; Accession
no. B27705320D)

o MIMEMEZIERHE: FIRTESEHSBRER

SR EABSH (Call no. RCLOS 959.5703 XJP;
Accession no. B32427005A)

VOL. 19 ISSUE 01

s £ & .
Mr. NEO TIEW scu v g E

107, MEQ TIEW ROAD,
SINGAPORE, 24,

= 5 R ¥ &
b By 1. L ¥ i i
o fin i { L
1 : % "J' [
a i & g 5 e R
& ol TR LT . = -3_ Lo
L) | sl I e P s
I Wme =R R
v R 3 b gk 2
& . g 5 | £
> L o o' = i q
£ - T, ; A S 4
3 Al R f Al
i s = oy i
¢ & B
er ; B ok b B
= b ozes T :
g i o ¥ W
: ¥ By ot R . S
#il e, i
4 H% 49
il i = B WA peis L
g L [ $i i
i : el ¥ = 8
I =i }
3 i L A | < B
E = ! 2,
(L = i I it T
T : i 4 - &
1 o = - - %
: gty T
: § X | |
i = !
1 x & =
’ F o ¥
1 % S - i i
. f k748 2§
e - -
¢ e
1 — i
- =3 |
| 0
A4 k-
1 A s A =
¥ = g
1] 3
1 3 fk T =kl T
i = # £ ] g
: Z = T @ -
o
.P'u A " ¥ I__il T 5

The letter written by Neo Tiew to the Singapore Chinese Chamber
of Commerce during the exhumation of war victims in Singapore
on 24 March 1962, which describes the torture and killing of 35
of his family members. The letter was addressed to Ng Aik Huan,
who headed the Disposal of Remains Committee established by the
chamber to locate, exhume and rebury the remains of war victims.
Image reproduced from FIIHE L = IEEZ A #NEPES =
M52 7 = X4 B At =14 (From National Library, Singapore, call
no. Lee Kong Chian Reference Library level 11, RCLOS 959.5703 XJP).
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