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(ABOVE) Despite being away from China, many Overseas Chinese such as Dr Lim Boon Keng, still contributed to the development of their homeland in one way or
another. A group photograph of the first Straits Chinese British Association's committee. (Back row, from left: Seah Eng Kiat, Lim Boon Keng, Chia Keng Chin, Tan
Boo Liat, Tan Hap Seng and Wee Theam Tew. Front row, from left: Ong Kew Hoe, Chan Chun Fook, Tan Chay Yan, Song Ong Siang (Honorary Secretary), Tan Jiak Kim
(President), Seah Liang Seah (Vice-President), Lee Cheang Yee and Wee Kim Yam (1900)). Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.
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Wayne Soon was a Lee Kong Chian Research
Fellow at the National Library and is currently
a PhD candidate in the History Department at
Princeton University. His dissertation examines
the history of Western medicine In China, with
a focus on the new medical institutions created
by Overseas Chinese doctors in China during
the first half of the 20th century.

Wayne Soon sheds light on the
enduring and underrated legacy
of Overseas Chinese doctors
such as Lim Boon Keng and
Robert Lim on China's medical
institutions.

HISTORICALLY, THE OVERSEAS CHINESE — DEFINED
as people of Chinese descent or birth who
live most of their lives outside of China —
were generally thought of as successful
merchants and entrepreneurs, as coolies
who toiled in mines, plantations, rail-
ways and farms in Malaya, Indonesia,
Australia, the United States and Cuba, or
as tax farmers who collected revenue on
behalf of the European colonial authori-
ties.! Over time, many of such Overseas
Chinese carved a livelihood for them-
selves and assimilated the cultural and
social mores of their adopted countries.
As a result, such Chinese have gener-
ally been perceived as being much less
interested in the affairs of China, espe-
cially beyond the focal point of the 1911
revolution when many Overseas Chinese
participated in the establishment of the
new Republic of China.? Indeed, to those
Chinese living abroad at that time, the
Chinese in China reminded them of the
“Qing officials from whom so many em-
igrants [had] been glad to escape [from].”

Yet, many Overseas Chinese returned
towork and live in China, often occupying
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the highest echelons of leadership in
various institutions in the first half of
the 20th century. They range from Pen-
ang-born Gu Hongming who became the
standard bearer for conservative intel-
lectual currents at Peking University to
Singapore-born Wu Tingfang who brief-
ly became the Premier of the Republic of
China. Even Tan Kah Kee, whose busi-
nesses were largely based in Southeast
Asia, was actively involved in setting up
schools in Xiamen.

Among these individuals were edu-
cated professionals who promoted and
instituted Western science and medi-
cine in modern China,* including Sin-
gapore-born Lim Boon Keng (M3
1869 -1957) and Robert Lim Ko-sheng (#f
A f% 1897-1969).° This article focuses on
the lesser-known aspects of their time
spent in China, which not only broad-
ens the study of the Chinese diaspora in
Southeast Asia but also highlights the
history of science, medicine and technol-
ogy in China and Southeast Asia.

LIM BOON KENG: ADVOCATE
FOR SCIENCE AND CONFUCIANISM

Lim Boon Keng was the first ethnic
Chinese in Singapore to win the Queen's
scholarship in 1887. He studied medicine
at the University of Edinburgh from 1888
to 1892. Lim's education at Edinburgh
was comprehensive: he attended classes
on botany, anatomy, practical physiology,
institute of medicine, pathology, surgery
and clinical medicine, among several oth-

er classes.® He graduated with first class
honours, the only one out of 204 students
who graduated that year. Even though
Lim did not enroll in public health classes
at the University of Edinburgh, he would
later use British texts in public health
to establish health services for the new
Republic of China in 1911.

Interestingly, Lim sought to integrate
his eclectic views of Confucianism with
the tenets of modern Western medical
science.” Lim was a strong proponent of
Western medical sciences in China and
Southeast Asia. As early as 1897, he intro-
duced the origins and vectors of diseas-
es to readers across Europe and Southeast
Asiain an 1897 article entitled “Infectious
diseases and the public,” published in
the Straits Chinese Magazine and read by
the English-speaking Chinese diaspora
throughout China and Southeast Asia.
Lim argued that modern medical science
(in the form of physics, chemistry and bi-
ology) refuted traditional Chinese under-
standing that miasma (or “bad air”), and
not bacteria and viruses, spread diseases.®
Lim cited British surgeon Joseph Lister
and German bacteriologist Robert Koch,
who were both known for their contri-
butions to the study of bacteriology and
tuberculosis respectively.

Koch had presented his findings on
the tubercule bacillus, which causes tu-
berculosis, at the Berlin Physiological
Society on 24 March 1882.° Less than five
years later, a Chinese doctor trained at the
University of Edinburgh published Koch's
research halfway across the globe. Clearly,
Lim kept pace with the latest changes in
the fields of science and hygiene and was
eager to share these radical new ideas
through the Straits Chinese Magazine.

THE “RENOVATION” OF CHINA

Lim believed that the introduction of
such cutting-edge modern science and
medicine would lead to the “renovation of
China.” Yet, this promise of a renaissance
was not merely contingent on the intro-
duction of new ideas, more schools, bet-
ter teachers and hardworking students.
What was needed was the invalidation
of traditional Chinese medical notions
of “wind” and “water” and their effect on
the human body so that Western medi-
cal ideas could take root in the Chinese
mind.”® Lim felt that dispelling these
superstitions would come with the ac-
knowledgement of Confucianism as the

national religion of the Chinese, a reli-
gion based on rationality and acknowl-
edgement of God." “When faithfully
carried out and supported by a modern
course of liberal education,” Lim conclud-
ed, “Confucianism [would then become
the] ideal religion for which the thinking
and critical world is seeking.”*?

Besides writing extensively on the
importance of Science and Confucianism
in the Straits Chinese Magazine, and later
in Principles of Confucianism (1912), Lim
took steps to translate his beliefs into ac-
tion. Lim believed in an all-rounded edu-
cation that included the study of sciences
for female students. To this end he found-
ed the Singapore Chinese Girls’ School in
1899. That same year, in his work at the
Legislative Assembly, he actively sup-
ported the formation of a school of trop-
ical medicine in Singapore.” He was also
an advocate for public health works in
Singapore and a strong supporter of the
King Edward VII Medical College (which
later became the National University of
Singapore Medical School).*

Lim’s advocacy also reached China. In
1911, Dr. Sun Yat Sen, the first Provisional
President of the Republic of China, ap-
pointed Lim to head the first Department
of Health in the new Republic. After the
dissolution of the Provisional Government
in Nanjing, Lim left for Beijing to become
the Inspector-General of Hospitals un-
der Yuan Shikai's government where
he published his second Chinese book,
Elements of Popular Hygiene (1912)."* Based
on British doctor E.S. Reynolds’s Primer of
Hyyiene, the only surviving copy of Lim's
book is found at the National Library of
Singapore. Distributed in Beijing and
Singapore, the lectures in this handbook
were divided into 11 chapters covering
topics such as the causes of disease; or-
igins of bacteria; necessities for proper
food preparation; design of modern build-
ings and furniture that facilitate hygienic
living; and development of a modern pub-
lic health system. Popular Hygiene was en-
visioned as a programmatic handbook to
help reshape Beijing according to British
standards of weisheng (hygiene).

Lim continued his involvement in
China when he was appointed as the
President of Xiamen University (also
known as Xiada) in 1921 by his close
friend, Tan Kah Kee. There, Lim unequiv-
ocally supported the growth of the sci-
ences. In a 1922 report on the university,
Lim stated that the entire efforts of the

4 (ABOVE) Dr Lim Boon Keng at age 40 in 1909.
Ena Teh Guat Kheng collection, courtesy of
National Archives of Singapore.

college in recent years had been to pro-
mote scientific research, with the goal of
establishing a comprehensive “Tan Kah
Kee College of Science” (Chen Jiageng
Kexueyuan fRiBERZER) to conduct in-
terdisciplinary research and studies of
chemistry, physics, biology, geography
and zoology.’* In 1931, Lim singled out the
Zoological and Botanical departments of
Xiada for their cutting-edge research as
well as their ability to attract world-re-
nowned professors.” The importance of
the sciences at Xiada was reflected in the
records of a local gazetteer. As noted by
the Xiamen Republican-era gazetteer,
73 of the 122 graduates were from Xiada,
with 26 of them from the science and en-
gineering departments, making up the
largest group among the graduates.’®

Lim's expertise in Western medi-
cine as well as his longstanding commit-
ment in promoting Western science and
medicine in China resulted in his taking
up leadership positions at new institu-
tions of science and medicine at Xiamen
University and the Department of Health
at the first Republic of China.

Lim’s sense of purpose was founded on
his medical education at the University of
Edinburgh, his commitment to leverage
on transnational resources from Britain,
China and the Straits Settlements,
and his deep commitment to using his
wealth and influence to turn ideas into
medical action.

ROBERT LIM: LIKE FATHER, LIKE SON

Lim Boon Keng’s eldest son, Robert Lim,
was also actively involved in the medical
development of China. Robert Lim was
born in Singapore in 1897 and left with
his father at the age of eight to Edinburgh
where he completed his secondary educa-
tion. Lim kept in contact with his father
in Xiamen, as well as his other family
members in Singapore. He also visited
Singapore twice in 1937 and 1949. At the
age of 17, Lim enrolled in the University
of Edinburgh. He obtained his PhD from
the university at the age of 23 and subse-
quently became a lecturer in histology in
the physiology department.

In 1923, he was awarded a fellow-
ship by the Rockefeller Foundation in the
United States to study at the University of
Chicago. There, he studied with famous
physiologist Dr. A.J. Carlson (1875-1956)
and began to research on the physiolo-
gy of gastric secretion. It was during his

stint at the University of Chicago that he
began his lifelong research on this topic.

In 1924, Robert Lim received his doc-
tor of science degree from the University
of Edinburgh and made a life-changing
decision to leave the West for China. He
became a professor of physiology at the
Peking Union Medical College (PUMC)
and was soon promoted to head of de-
partment. Lim also worked with other
Overseas Chinese who headed other de-
partments at the Rockefeller-sponsored
institution. These included Penang-born
0.K. Khaw and C.E. Lim who led the par-
asitology and bacteriology departments
respectively.

While Lim’s research on the nature of
gastric physiology was notable, it was his
longstanding commitment to state med-
icine and military medicine that made an
indelible impact on China and Southeast
Asia. As early as 1921, he proposed sev-
eral solutions in the Chinese Student to
improve the state of medical education
in China.?® He urged doctors to produce
a national medical curriculum, com-
prising translations of Western medical
works as well as by expositions by local
doctors. He also felt that doctors should
have a working knowledge of the official
language in China (Guan hua E&%) as well
as have “complete esprit de corps.” He ac-
knowledged the historical contributions
of missionaries in the construction of
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hospitals in China, and encouraged his
foreign friends to do more to aid China’s
medical modernisation.

RAISING FUNDS FOR CHINA

During the Second World War, Lim was
appointed by Chiang Kai Shek in 1938
to head the Chinese Red Cross Medical
Relief Corps (CRCMRC). Lim and his
sympathetic allies embarked on a glob-
al effort to raise funds for the organisa-
tion, especially among ethnic Chinese
in Singapore and Indonesia. As a re-
sult, more than 60 percent of the fund-
ing for the organisation came from such
Overseas Chinese communities. The
Chinese in Singapore organised a dinner
and grand mannequin parade to solicit
donations for the CRCMRC as well as the
St Andrew’s Hospital Sanatorium, adver-
tising the event in the Singapore Free Press
and Mercantile Advertiser on 4 June 1938.
Dinner was priced at Straits Dollars $3.50
for diners and $2.50 for non-diners.

In September the same year, local
ballroom dancers conducted a ballroom
dancing class at the local New World
Cabaret to raise funds for the CRCMRC.*
Doing her part in fundraising efforts
was ethnic Chinese swimmer Yang
Shau King, who went by the moniker
“Chinese Venus”. She arrived in Batavia
(present-day Jakarta) from Hong Kong

(Top) Coolies, commonly found transporting goods along the Singapore River, formed part of the 5
Overseas Chinese community (1948). Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.
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and gave swimming demonstrations to
raise funds for the CRCMRC.* Dancing,
eating, and swimming — activities of
local Chinese elites in Singapore and
Indonesia — were platforms for fundrais-
ing for the CRCMRC, and reminiscent of
similar efforts in China.*

At the CRCMRC, Robert Lim greatly
expanded medical care for the wounded
Chinese in the form of preventive med-
icine for unoccupied China. One key
aspect of preventive medicine was delous-
ing, which killed parasitic mites and lice
on soldiers. The mites spread scabies, the
number one affliction of Chinese soldiers
then.* Scabies was a serious condition as
soldiers would scratch their wounds into
a secondary and more serious skin infec-
tion known as impetigo, a highly conta-
gious bacterial infection. Typhus fever
and relapsing fever were spread by lice,
with the former being more serious, often

leading to premature death if not treated
expeditiously. These conditions were of-
ten exacerbated by the lack of access to
bathing water and soap, which meant
mites and lice would remain with their
hosts for long periods of time.

The delousing programme began in
1938 and expanded significantly in 1939.
Trained sanitary engineers and doctors
in mobile units were sent across unoccu-
pied China to delouse soldiers and their
clothes. By mid-1939, mobile units had
reached as far east as Jinhua (£%) in
Zhejiang, as far west as Chongging (E ),
asfarnorth as Ganguyi (H % %) in Shanxi,
and as far south as Liuzhou (#IJ#) in
Guangxi.”® By the mid-1940s, mobile units
had reached further south to Nanning
(F8%8) in Guangxi and further west to
Xiaguan (TEf) in Yunnan.” The reach of
the delousing units spread far and wide
as it attempted to extend treatment to

all soldiers in unoccupied China. In to-
tal, the sanitary units deloused a total of
around 380,000 people as well as 800,000
articles by the end of December 1940, an
exponential increase from January to
June 1939 where around 17,000 persons
and 145,000 thousand articles were de-
loused. In total, Lim’s CRCMRC treated
more than five million people.

LEAVING A LEGACY

Lim Boon Keng and Robert Lim’s time in
China were not without opposition. Lu
Xun and other intellectuals from the May
Fourth Movement (1917-1921) opposed
Lim Boon Keng’s promotion of sciences
and Confucianism at Xiamen University.
Unable to resolve their differences with
him, these intellectuals left the universi-
ty after teaching for only a few months.?

American officials from the United
China Relief (UCR) organisation alleged-
ly sought to remove Robert Lim from his
medical leadership posts because of their
opposition to the supposedly obstruc-
tionist and monopolistic behaviours of
the American Bureau for Medical Aid to
China (a New York-based organisation
also known as the ABMAC), which Lim
represented in China.?® Other accounts
suggest that some Chinese leaders op-
posed Lim’s plan to extend medical aid to
communist-held areas. These critics also
thought his six-year medical programme
for doctors was too lengthy under war-
time circumstances.*®

As a result of these pressures, Robert
Lim left his position as the head of the
Emergency Medical Services Training
School (EMSTS) in 1942, but soon took on
the role of chief medical officer in the
Chinese Expeditory Forces. He also em-
barked on a tour of the US in 1944 that
sought to boost medical contributions
by Americans to the Chinese war effort.
He held the position of surgeon-gener-
al of the Chinese Army (1945-1948) and
founded the National Defense Medical
Center (NDMC) in Shanghai in 1948,
which remains an important institution
of military medicine in Taiwan today.

Besides Lim Boon Keng and Robert
Lim, there were other prominent
Overseas Chinese who were instru-
mental in promoting Western medi-
cine in China: Wu Lien-teh of the North
Manchurian Plague Prevention Services
(NMPPS) and National Qurantine Bureau
(NQS); 0.K. Khaw of the Peking Union

B (Top) Entrance of New World Amusement Park at Jalan Besar, circa 1960. This was where Chinese
swimmer Yang Shau King helped to raise funds for the Chinese Red Cross. Chinese Clan Association
collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.

(MIDDLE) Group photograph of Singapore Overseas
Chinese raising relief funds for China, headed by
Tan Kah Kee. Singapore Chinese Clan Associations
Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of
Singapore.

Medical College and NDMC; C.E. Lim of
the PUMC; and C.Y. Wu of the NMPPS,
NQS and CRCMRC.

Of particular importance was
Penang-born Wu Lien-teh, who was a
Queen’s scholar at Cambridge University.
Wu was most famous for his discovery of
an unknown disease (later found to be the
pneumonic plague) that wreaked havoc
across North China in the 1910s, as well as
his role in the expansion of the Western-
style public health system in the region.
After heading the NMPPS from 1912 to
1930, he left North China to head the
Shanghai-based NQS and established a
comprehensive system of quarantine, fu-
migation, and health inspections in ports
such as Shanghai, Hankou and Xiamen.*

Wu, together with the Lims and the
other Overseas Chinese, represent an un-
sung group of medical diaspora who re-
turned to work in China. These medical
professionals facilitated the growth of
medical and scientific research in China,
and popularised new notions of Western
science among the Chinese public. In
addition, they instituted military med-
icine, introduced new forms of public
health and sought to save lives during
the Second World War. As medical profes-
sionals, they were not simply motivated
by patriotism or altruism, but rather saw
China as a place where they could fully
utilise their expertise not only to improve
the lives of their fellow Chinese, but also
to advance their own careers as medical
leaders of the new Republic. @
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