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Eu Tong Sen and
His Business Empire
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The Koh Seow Chuan
Collection at the National
Library includes documents
from the illustrious
businessman Eu Tong Sen.
Seow Peck Ngiam describes
some of its highlights.
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Seow Peck Ngiam is a Senior Librarian at the
National Library, Singapore. Her responsibilities
include the selection of Chinese materials and
donor collections for the library as well as the
provision of reference and information services.

The Chinese translation was edited by Vicky Gao, a
Senior Librarian who specialises in China Studies
at the National Library, Singapore.
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Eu Yan Sang is a well-respected company that
specialises in the manufacture and retail of
traditional Chinese herbs and medicine. The
company has an extensive network of outlets in
Australia, China, Hong Kong, Macau, Malaysia
and Singapore.!

The company has a history that stretches
back to 1879 when its founder Eu Kong (also
known as Eu Kwong Pai) established the first
Eu Yan Sang shop in Gopeng, Perak. Just six
years earlier in 1873, Eu had left his ancestral
hometown of Foshan in Guangdong for Penang.
After his textile dyeing and bakery businesses
failed, Eu worked for a while as a debt collector
for a grocery shop. In 1877, the family moved to
Gopeng after the birth of his first son Eu Tong Sen.2

The first milestone was laid when Eu Kong
opened the Yan Sang Medicine Shop (which
means “caring for mankind” in Chinese] in
Gopeng, selling traditional Chinese medicine
to Chinese tin mine workers who were addicted
to opium.?

In 1898, a new chapter began when Eu Tong
Sen inherited his father’s business, which by
then included tin mining as well as remittance
and postal services. Under his leadership,
the Chinese medicine business was expanded
and renamed Eu Yan Sang to capitalise on the
family name.*

Eu, who by then was known as the “King of
Tin”, employed thousands of Chinese migrantsin
his tin mines, rubber estates, traditional medicine
shops and property holdings.® Many of his prop-
erties still stand in Singapore today and some
have become landmarks, such as The Majestic®
(formerly Tien Yien Moi Toi, a venue for Cantonese
opera) and the Yue Hwa Chinese Products build-
ing’ (formerly Nam Tin or Great Southern Hotel),
both along Eu Tong Sen Street (see text box on

page 61). Eu’'s remittance business - which also
came under the Eu Yan Sang company - served
the overseas Chinese communities in Singapore
and Malaya. The company flourished, and by
the end of 1920s, was recognised as one of the
biggest remittance agencies in Southeast Asia.®
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The Koh Seow Chuan Collection

The National Library of Singapore has a collec-
tion of documents related to Eu Tong Sen and his
company Eu Yan Sang. Donated by the architect
and philanthropist Koh Seow Chuan, the col-
lection includes payment acknowledgements,
receipts, invoices, remittance notes, delivery
notes, bills, notices and business correspon-
dences dating from the early 20th century and
issued by Eu Yan Sang branches in Singapore
and Malaysia. There are also personal receipts
and correspondences relating to Eu Tong Sen
and his households in the collection.

The collection provides a glimpse into the
history of prominent Chinese businessmen and
serve as important primary sources in the study
of Southeast Asian economic history, particularly
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(Facing page) The Eu Yan Sang
building along South Bridge
Road houses the company’s
headquarters. The first shop in
Singapore on the ground floor of
the building was opened by Eu
Tong Sen in 1910. ((z-FHEg RS
BORA A BEB o IRTE—RERIHTIN
WEFEHERFIET1910FFF
#. ) Allrights reserved, Sharp,
1. (2009). Path of the Righteous
Crane: The Lifeand Legacy of Eu
Tong Sen. Singapore: Landmark
Books Pte Ltd.

(Left) Eu Tong Sen in a portrait
taken when he was in his 50s.
(S0RZHIRIRIEH . ) All rights
reserved, Sharp, I. (2009). Path
of the Righteous Crane: The
Life and Legacy of Eu Tong Sen.
Singapore: Landmark Books
Pte Ltd.
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the remittance industry and the economic rela-
tions between China and Southeast Asia in the 8
19th and early 20th centuries. Additionally, the
documents also shed light on the social history
of the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia and
Singapore.

Here are some highlights of the collection.
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UNITED ENGINEERS LIMITED. g7
(INCORPORATED IM THE STRAITS SETTLEMENTS. )
it 3 " ELECTRICAL DEPARTMENT
Sold to Unl:eers 17-19, BATTERY ROAD.
= 1 SINGAPORE.
Branches :
HON 'BLE MR. EU TONG SEN 0.B.E. IPOH, SEREMBAN,
"EU VILLA"™ MOUNT SOPHIA PENANG, BAMNGKOK,
MALACCA, RANGOOM.

SINGAPORE »

Youm Axr. BiLi No Dare

E.M.22~210 31ST OCTOBER 1933

DELIVERY:
TO MAINTENANCE OF AUTOMATIC ELECTRIC PASSENGER
LIFT AT "EU VILLA™ DURING THE MONTH OF
OCTOBER.
Z.41.
V&
/),
4

TERME :(—PAYMENT WITHIN 30 DAYS
FROM DATE

38W/H8S. fof

o ELECTRICAL ENGINEER'S OFFICE,

MUNICIPALITY,

SINGAPORE,
IT IS BEQUESTED THAT THE FOLLOWING 15th Jnnuar;:. 1(]-3 Ja
NUMBER BE QUOTED 1N THE REPLY
TO THIS LETTER
Ne N9 /19za. o W

$ | L
I
Eu Tong 3en Esquire, W' W

o 110, South Bridge Road, ] e

Bingaporas.

Dear 8ir, @ "DHEATRE", 26, Eu Tong Sen St
I have to inform you that in accordsnce with
Hunicipal Wiring Rule No. 19., the eleotrlic supply to your
Theatre at 26, Eun Tong Sen Street has been dipoonnected owing
1o the installatlion having developed a leak and before it can

be recennected it will be necessary for you to instruot your

wiring contractor to repalr the faulty wiring to the Munigipal

—
raquirements.
i Yours faithfully,
4
.},‘.
.Jﬁﬂkz;‘bf“
3 Ag.ﬁt:n!_cipal Electriecal Englnoer.

. Apostal receipt dated 24 August 1934 for Chinese red dates delivered to the Eu Yan Sang shop

in Negeri Sembilan in Malaysia. The first Eu Yan Sang shop was set up in 1879 in Gopeng, Perak,
selling Chinese medicine to tin mine workers addicted to opium. Over the years, Eu Yan Sang
was able to make a name for itself in traditional Chinese medicine by sourcing for the best raw
ingredients and producing only high quality products.
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. Issued on 25 December 1936, this invoice from the Eu Yan Sang branch in Singapore was for

a salary payment of five Straits dollars and has the words “Swee Lam estate” stamped on it.
Eu Tong Sen owned some 15,000 acres of rubber plantations across Malaya. Seven rubber
plantations, including Swee Lam estate in Johor, were managed by the Eu Yan Sang branch in
Singapore. Interestingly, Eu named the plantations after his wives, daughters and other female
relatives and friends.’
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. This letter from the Electrical Engineer’s Office of the Municipal Commissioners of Singapore

informed Eu Tong Sen on 15 January 1923 that the power supply to a theatre at 26 Eu Tong Sen
Street had been disconnected and would be reinstated only after maintenance works had been
carried out. [Note: the name of the theatre cannot be ascertained but it was possibly the Heng
Wai Sun or the Heng Seng Peng, see text box on the right.]
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. Abill from United Engineers Limited dated 31 October 1933 for the maintenance fee of $25 for

an electric lift in Eu Villa. Among the many properties owned by Eu Tong Sen in Singapore, the
most well-known was perhaps Eu Villa at Adis Road on Mount Sophia. It was designed by Swan
& Maclaren in 1914. The lift was specially installed for Eu’s mother to take her to the top floor
to enjoy the scenery. Eu Villa was demolished in the 1980s to make way for a condominium."®
iX;ZUnited Engineers Limited 1933510831 HfE sk EAES BRSO R, B2 25T TEANTEEL
RIF=v AR, AT AR LI E TR, BN E R R AR AERIT I RE T ERT A AR, B
B RRIE AR R R TREE X =M% RETESOFER D EAE & BMAEIRR.
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The Street Named after Eu

There are two versions as to how Eu
Tong Sen Street got its name. The
obvious explanation is that the street
was renamed after Eu in recognition
of his contributions to the community.
According to the more intriguing story,
one of the troupe leaders of an opera
theatre at the long-gone Wayang Street
had offended Eu’s eighth wife, Wong Sui
Chun. In a fit of anger, Eu bought up all
the properties along Wayang Street
and renamed the street after himself."
Among the acquired properties were
the two oldest and most renowned lo-
cal opera theatres, Heng Wai Sun and
Heng Seng Peng. Both specialised in
Cantonese opera although the latter
also staged Hokkien and Peking opera.
In 1928, Eu commissioned the colonial
architectural firm Swan & Maclaren to
build another opera theatre called Tien
Yien Moi Toi along the same street. Heng
Seng Peng and Heng Wai Sun theatres
have since been demolished but Tien
Yien Moi Toi theatre still remains to-
day. It was renamed Majestic Theatre
in 1945 after the war, and in 2003, was
converted into a shopping mall known
as The Majestic."? The building is pres-
ently leased to the Singapore Turf Club
and is mostly used as a betting centre.
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5. Dated 6 June 1934, this is a remittance note sent from B e By Clhambor OF ¥inos.
the Eu Yan Sang branch in Ipoh to its counterpart in y Tpah, 31at Dotober 1023
Singapore. Direct remittances between the two places DresSr,

1 L 1 bog to rivo bolow n sorv of a lottar reselvod from the
were regularly carried out. The Singapore branch was g 5& % %‘ & Eﬁ%&!’ 1:411::1::::‘::3“”’ % fovornmont, ™. M. fi rusla Tumpar for your s
divided into three units: remittance, wholesale Chinese 59 P Eling o ‘a (29 L pe L P 5 vours faymupuiry, i a.; il

herbs and pharmaceutical retail. Its remittance busi- % ﬁ?%%%%%%%% ﬁ. ; ,”é 5
i >
? — Uy S <

ness was the most profitable.
% $ r —"ogrotary, \

RIRERCAETI9UECBARR ATMB R
%%%%%%%&%%%% :

]
EIFER

P

e

e
2E 5
BE

BEEmE masn

B

b - 1d

HETHE BE:E
e

BRLY
=4
e23- A

B

EMoM

CHTER ~RoREQART,
——

W CRCE WNEBEID A=K, LR 2
Mt RBMARTER. Hh, ILREBRANE.

TSRS, A F AT B T 2K MATEN aag

"uala Tanpar, 29th Detr:1
Ho.n ‘2.237,!21 OB O AL Z WL e

TR &ﬁ@@k@m B RO ﬁ%

a4r, : 7]
e

3

&

g

ﬁ%m
L,

6. EuTong Sen was one of two Chinese representatives
in Perak who sat in the powerful Federated Malay
States (FMS) Chamber of Mines, which was controlled
by the Kinta miners. This letter dated 31 October 1921
from the government of the FMS informed Eu that the
legislation on “the subject of section 18 (ii) of the Min-
ing Enactment no. xii of 1911” would be introduced in
the next Federal Council meeting in November 1921."°
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THE SOUTHERN HOTEL

36 to 42, Eu Tong Sen Sircet, Singopore. Tel: 2940,
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7. A7May 1933 invoice from the Great Southern Restau- 1
rant-whichwas located in Nam Tin or Great Southern
Hotel on Eu Tong Sen Street - for the sale of Chinese
pastries. Erected in 1927, the building was patronised
by the wealthy and the literary class during its halcyon
years before World War I1." The hotel on the second and
third floors was the first Chinese lodgings equipped with
an elevator. "7 After the war, the fifth floor was converted
into a nightclub called Diamond Dragon Dance Palace.®
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MEMO (8
LEE WAH BANK, LIMITED.

(Incorporated in the Straits Settlements.)

8. An account memo with two payment instructions,
one of which was to the Penang Turf Club, issued by
Eu Keng Chee (or K. C. Eu), Eu Tong Sen’s eldest son,
on 25 January 1932 in his capacity as Managing Direc-
tor of Lee Wah Bank. Founded in 1920 by a group of
businessmen led by Eu Tong Sen, who becameits first
Chairman, the bank specifically served the Cantonese
community (all staff members were required to con-
verse in Cantonese). The bank managed to weather the
Great Depression years and World War I, but a series
of setbacks in the late 1960s resulted in its acquisition
by United Overseas Bank in 1973.7
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9. Eu Tong Sen was widely known for his acts of phi-
lanthropy. This acknowledgement receipt issued on
7 January 1933 was for his donation of 1,000 Straits
dollars to Lingnan School, which was affiliated to
Lingnan University in Guangdong, China. Eu was one
of the founders of the school that was established
in 1931 to provide Chinese education to the Chinese
communities in Southeast Asia.?’
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10th May, 1921.

Tetegraphic Address,

Dear Nr. Eu Tong Sen,

A8 you are aware, the unfortunate coal strike
st111 continues end I have therefore been unable to meet
your son. The Government's appeals to the public net
to travel more than absolutely necessary, are such that
no loyal citizen would dretm of leaving London unless
due to dire necessity.

I have been in communication with your son, and
we have agreed to meet as soon &s ever it is reasonably
possible to do so. I have forwarded to him the General
Instructions and Syllabus of exs#imatioms of ths Institute
of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales. As far as
we can both of us see, there is H6 reason why arrangements
should not be made for him to take up the matter. I
enclose you herewith a cepy of such instructions, which
explain themselves. This is as far as I can go at the
present moment.

I have been in business mow for 35 years during

which time I have never known such a state of ‘canp!.atg
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10. This letter in English, which shows the first of

three pages and dated 10 May 1921, was written
by William Antrobus Luning (the former Chair-
man of Kinta Tin Mines Ltd) in London. It was
addressed to Eu Tong Sen in Singapore. Eu had
entrusted Luning as the guardian of his eldest
son, EuKeng Chee (K. C. Eu), during his studiesin
the UK. Luning wrote that he had given the young
man information about the accountancy course at
Cambridge University. Upon graduation in 1925,
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passedon, K.C. Euand his brothers inherited the
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