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I thank my good friend and classmate from Raffles 
Institution (RI), Dr Tan Eng Liang, for giving me the 
privilege of writing the Foreword to his autobiography.

I consider Eng Liang one of Singapore’s most 
outstanding sons. He has made enormous contributions 
to Singapore, both in the public and private sectors. I 
am glad that he has written his autobiography. I hope 
that many young Singaporeans will read it. I am sure 
they will be inspired by the many lessons we can learn 
from this remarkable life.

Tan Eng Liang was not born into wealth or privilege. 
He grew up in an ordinary lower-middle-class family 

in Pasir Panjang. During his childhood, the swimming 
trunks he wore were handmade by his mother. He did 
well in Pasir Panjang Primary School and succeeded in 
joining RI in 1952.

Eng Liang suffered a setback when he failed to gain 
admission to Medical School. This turned out to be 
a blessing as he excelled in Science, graduating with 
First-Class Honours in Chemistry. His mentor, Prof 
Kiang Ai Kim, the Head of the Chemistry Department, 
urged him to apply for a Rhodes Scholarship.

In 1961, Eng Liang became the first Singaporean to 
win the Rhodes Scholarship which took him to Oxford 
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University. He earned a doctoral degree in Chemistry 
and a Half Blue for representing Oxford in water polo. 

We both returned to Singapore in the mid-1960s, 
from our postgraduate studies. Eng Liang joined the 
Chemistry Department as a lecturer and I was teaching 
in the Law Faculty. Between 1965 and 1967, we were 
both Resident Fellows at Raffles Hall. We saw a lot of 
each other during this period and I recall that we even 
went on some double dates! In 1968, I was appointed 
Singapore’s Permanent Representative to the United 
Nations. As my wife Siew Aing was in her final year at 
Medical School, she only joined me nine months later. 
During this difficult period, Eng Liang would often visit 
her and take her out to dinner. She has never forgotten 
his kindness.

Eng Liang always gave of his best whether he was in 
public service or in the private sector. The many 
comments you will read in this book from those who 
worked with or for him will attest to the sterling 
character traits that he exhibited to everyone, 
regardless of status.

Eng Liang’s greatest legacy to Singapore is probably 
in the area of sports. He represented Singapore in 
water polo at the Olympic Games in Melbourne in 
1956, at the Asian Games in Tokyo in 1958 (winning 
a silver medal), at the Southeast Asian Games in Kuala 
Lumpur in 1965 (winning a gold medal) and at the 

Asian Games in Bangkok in 1966. He was the second 
Chairman of the Singapore Sports Council and served 
in that capacity for 16 years. He is the long-time Vice-
President of the Singapore National Olympic Council 
and has served as the Chef de Mission of the Singapore 
delegation to 12 major games, which is a record.

In spite of his fame and success, Eng Liang has 
remained a modest and humble man. He has no airs 
and treats everyone with respect and dignity. He has a 
good heart and is kind and helpful. What is the secret 
of his success? I would say it is a combination of talent, 
hard work, discipline, focus, and a can-do spirit.

I cannot conclude this Foreword without mentioning 
Eng Liang’s wife, Kathryn, who has been his loving, 
loyal, and supportive life partner. Whilst he has been 
busy with work, sports, and the world, she has brought 
up their three children. She has also looked after him 
with tender loving care during his illnesses. I wish both 
of them many more good years.

Tommy Koh 
Ambassador-at-Large

Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Professor of Law

National University of Singapore



When my children were young, I liked to sing to them. 
I would often lie next to them on their beds and sing 
songs that I had learnt when I was a boy scout in my 
youth. Fast-forward many years later, and I was sitting 
on the sofa with my granddaughter, Ariane. She was 
eight years old then. As we relaxed together, she started 
singing one of my favourite songs, “Home on the 
Range”. I was taken by surprise — I had not heard that 
song for many years. I asked her how she learnt it and 
she replied: “My Mummy taught me how to sing this 
song”. She then continued to sing “Red River Valley”, 
“Sweet By and By” and other songs that I used to sing 
to my children when they were young. I was thrilled. 
My daughter had passed on what I had taught her to 
her children. Perhaps one day my great-grandchildren 
will know how to sing “Home on the Range” as well.

Like these songs, there is also a story that I want to pass 
on to my children, grandchildren, and the generations 
that come after them. It is the story of my life. There 
are lessons and values that I want to share with them, 
and with all who are interested to know. The day will 
come when my life will pass, my memory be forgotten, 
and my life story put aside. What I hope is that the 
values and lessons I share in this book will remain 
and be passed on. I hope that any young person who 
reads this book will be inspired to reach for his or her 
dreams; and for those who feel discouraged with life, to 
press on and not give up. 

Our lives are what we make of it, and I have made the 
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most of mine. I hope this book will inspire you to live 
your life to the fullest. Let your story be one that will be 
worthy to be told to those who come after you.

Having fun with granddaughter Ariane.

July 2016
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section 1

GROWING UP





PROLOGUE

I heard thunderous applause and saw a cheering crowd. 
The atmosphere was electric. I was a small figure 
marching into the Melbourne Cricket Grounds, but 
the pride and joy I felt could have filled up the whole 
arena. This was at the 18th Commonwealth Games in 
March 2006, where I marched into the stadium with 
Team Singapore as Chef de Mission. At 69 years 
old, still bald from the effects of chemotherapy, I 
marched steadily into 
the grounds that stirred 
such fond memories 
in me. It was nothing 
short of a miracle that I 
could be marching and 
even leading a team to 
this very place. I was a 
newly minted cancer 
survivor, having battled 
and recovered from lung 
cancer.

It was exactly 50 years 
earlier that I had walked 
into this very same arena and felt the same intense wave 
of emotion sweeping over me. That was in November 
1956 when Melbourne hosted the Olympics. It was a 
similar scene, but a different time. We marched in with 
heads held high, and spirits even higher. The Singapore 
flag fluttered proudly in the breeze as we lifted our 
white hats and waved to roaring applause and cheers. 
The sight was spectacular, the experience magical, and 
the memory unforgettable.

The difference in 2006 was that I was leading a team 
of young aspiring athletes that were the cream of 
Singapore’s sporting talent. My years of experience and 
contribution to competitive sports, sports management 
and administration were the main reasons why I had 
this role. Looking back to 1956, I was barely 20, and 
riding on the exhilaration of having my ultimate dream 

of representing Singapore at 
the Olympics fulfilled.

In spite of the many 
intervening years, some 
things have remained 
constant. These are the 
principles and ideals that 
have pushed me and seen me 
to where I am today. They 
are values that I have carried 
with me throughout my life 

— a deep love and passion for 
sports, a great desire to serve, 
and the commitment to pursue 

my dreams through hard work and sacrifice. At the 
same time, I know that in my journey, many things 
have fallen into place which I did not expect. Some 
people call it luck or fate, but I call it God’s hand upon 
my life. I am humbled and grateful for what I have 
achieved and experienced throughout my life. I know 
I would not be where I am today without God’s help, 
and those who in big and small ways have encouraged 
me along the way.

The Singapore team marching into the Melbourne 
Cricket Grounds at the Opening Ceremony of the 1956 

Melbourne Olympics.





Grandfather taught us about the value of 
helping others. His motto was do good and you 

will be blessed. Whatever you can do to help, 
do so.… We learnt the importance of gratitude 

and acknowledging those who have helped 
you. You are never your own boss and there is 

always someone behind you.

Tan Hwee Hock

chapter 1

T h e  E a r l y  Y e a r s
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Previous page: My 
ancestral home, 747 
Pasir Panjang Road.
Left: My parents, Mr 
Tan Wee Hong and 
Mdm Chia Koon Siew. 
My father was born 
in Singapore while 
my mother came from 
Borneo, Indonesia.

Right: Family portrait in 
1959 when I was 

22 years old.

L to R: Eng Chai, 
Eng Bock, Eng Liang.
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I was born on 24 June 1937, at home, the youngest in 
a family of one girl and three boys. My grandfather was 
Hokkien and came from the small village of Shan Yang 
in Hai Teng prefecture, China, arriving in Singapore 
at the turn of the twentieth century. Through the 
patronage of an older cousin and by dint of sheer 
hard work, grandfather did well enough to start his 
own trading company. His eldest son, my father, was 
born here and, when he came of age, had an arranged 
marriage to my mother, a young lady from Pontianak 
in Borneo, Indonesia. Shortly after their marriage 
they moved into my grandfather’s house at 747 Pasir 
Panjang Road.

In traditional Chinese style, my grandfather was head 
of the household and we, together with my father’s 
four siblings and their families, lived together under 

Below: Wearing my Pasir Panjang Primary School uniform 
proudly. According to my eldest brother Eng Chai, life was 
difficult after the Japanese Occupation and we could not afford 
new clothes. For special occasions like Chinese New Year, we 
would wear our school uniforms smartly.

Above: As a young boy in the 1940s,  I spent most 
of my time outdoors playing games and enjoying my 

childhood.

the same roof. There were about 20 of us living in 
that double-storeyed bungalow. All the children slept 
together on the ground floor while the adults occupied 
the five bedrooms upstairs. Everything was communal 
and grandmother cooked the meals for everyone with 
the help of the maids.

My father worked as a clerk in the Department of 
Pathology at the Singapore General Hospital, and my 
mother, like most women then, was a housewife. My 
father was educated up to Senior Cambridge (“O”) 
level and, in those days, it was a quite something to be 
a clerk under the British Administration. Our lifestyle 
was simple and humble and we had enough to get us 
through each day. The only difficult period was during 
the Japanese Occupation from 1942 to 1945.
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Below left: After a swim during my RI days. Here I am with my classmate Choh Lian Peng.
Below right: Class excursion to Sisters’ Island, 1956.

Bottom right: Wearing my scout uniform and receiving a book prize at Pasir Panjang Primary School.



T h e  E a r l y  Ye a r s               9

When the Japanese occupied Singapore, I was around 
five years old. I was too young to remember many 
things but they were years of intense suffering and 
deprivation for those who lived through them. I 
remember the bombings, running down to the air-raid 
shelter, surviving on tapioca and sweet potato we had 
planted, and queuing up for rations for bread. Our 
Pasir Panjang home was acquired and occupied by 
the Japanese, and we had to move to Tiong Bahru. In 
fact, the Japanese conducted open torture in the field 
opposite our home. I still recall seeing young men 
being tied up, tortured, and given no water. These 
images of brutality and suffering remain vividly in my 
mind to this day. 

My family was not spared the pains of war. Father was 
captured and imprisoned by the Kempeitai for trying to 
gather news of the war by tuning into an overseas BBC 
programme on the radio. When he was imprisoned, we 
did not see him for several months and did not have the 
faintest clue whether or not he was alive.  We were very 
grateful that during this difficult time, my uncles and 
aunties, especially my “tua kor” (father’s eldest sister) 
gave us a helping hand. From my cousin Geoffrey’s 
account in The Days of Yore, my grandmother was the 

one who held the family together, using up her stash of 
jewellery to buy necessary provisions for survival.

When my father was finally released, his health was 
ruined and he was physically very weak. He never told 
us what he had suffered in prison, but I knew he was 
tortured. I was shocked to see him transformed from 
a fit and strong man to someone completely different. 
He suffered from tuberculosis and returned to work for 
only a short time before he retired. I remember feeling 
deep anger towards the Japanese for what he had to 
go through. No one talked about what had happened, 
but each of us carried in our hearts grief, fear, and 
anger towards our Japanese masters. I was very young 
and therefore not as affected, but those days were 
truly very difficult ones. My eldest sister Annie died 
of malnutrition and illness at age 14, one year after 
the Occupation ended. My mother was inconsolable 
and it took her many years to get over the loss of her 
only daughter. We felt helpless and life was truly very 
bleak. I am grateful that our family stayed united and, 
with parental support and care, we pulled through the 
Japanese Occupation and the years after.

I believe those years of suffering and poverty taught all 
of us in that generation to be resilient in life — to keep 
going, keep positive, and make the best of everything. 
We learnt to have a fighting spirit, to adapt, and never 
to give up. We also learnt not to take life or anything for 
granted and to appreciate the little we have. When you 
are deprived, you learn not to expect, and to be grateful 
for even the smallest thing. You live a day at a time, and 
learn to be content with what you have. Anything extra 
is a bonus. As a young child, I did not understand what 
war was all about, but certain values were ingrained in 
me during this period that I still hold today. 

After the Liberation, we were glad that my grandfather 
managed to regain our old house at Pasir Panjang. We 

Above: Enjoying the seaside at Pasir Panjang 
beach with RI classmate Tan Boon Sai.
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moved back with all our relatives and life resumed as 
before. Our family had gone through suffering and the 
pain of losing a sister, but we carried on and made the 
best of whatever situation we were put in. Compared 
to the untold many, we were still better off.

When I went to school after the Occupation, I was 
over-aged, as were many other children at that time. 
I was nine years old and joined a Standard 1 class at 
Radin Mas Primary School. I never went through 
Primary 1 or Primary 2. Some of us could not read but 
we struggled and did the best we could. After a year 
or so, Pasir Panjang Primary School opened and I 
shifted there as it was just three hundred metres away 
from our house. That was in 1948 and I was 11 years 
old. With the war behind us, it was time to rebuild our 
lives and re-establish our daily routines. I embraced my 
life eagerly in a new school and began to be actively 
involved in school activities.

Above: Enjoying a day out at sea in the 1950s.

Right:
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Eng Liang is a very affectionate and concerned 
brother. He was also very filial. We always celebrated 
our parents’ birthdays when they were still alive, but 
although we three brothers would have a say, he would 
insist on paying. When we wanted to do our part in 
paying, he would say he’ll pay 50 percent and we would 
each pay 25 percent. 

He is a quiet but straightforward and helpful person. In 
that respect, he is very much like our father. However, 
when he needs to speak up, he will do so without 
hesitation…not one to be bullied.  He has strong views 
and is driven by his convictions. 

I am one year older and Eng Chai is three years older 
than Eng Liang.  Because of the small age gap, I am 
closer to Eng Liang. I am more of the ringleader and 
would get into trouble all the time. Eng Liang was and 
is the good boy.

Eng Bock wins the Coach of the Year Award in 1974.
L to R: Kar Sit, Eng Chai, Jenny, Eng Bock, Kathryn, Eng Liang

He was the favourite of our grandfather who said 
he would succeed in life. According to Eng Chai, 
grandfather had said that Eng Liang was born in the 
year of the ox and he was like an ox — hardworking and 
obedient. Grandfather would always keep food for Eng 
Liang and offer him part of his rice. As the youngest 
grandchild, Eng Liang was also obedient to the elder 
brothers. In fact, he was always the one to wash up all 
the dishes after we ate.

Despite being thrifty, Eng Liang will always help when 
the needs arise. After he came back from Oxford, he 
stayed with me in my home in Seletar. When I needed 
to renovate my cement floor, he offered to pay for 
it. He also helped Eng Chai and me with our down 
payments for our homes. If a nephew, niece, cousin or 
any relative needs help, he will help. This is the way 
he shows his love and concern. He truly believes that 
blood is thicker than water. As family, we look out for 
one another. 

T a n  E n g  B o c k
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I met Eng Liang in 1948. We were both in Pasir Panjang 
Primary School and he was two years my senior. 

I remember how he would help to do the marketing 
for his family. There was a market near their home and 
he would cycle down to buy vegetables and food.  On 
the way back, he would see me and stop to chat. His 
bicycle would have a basket full of food and vegetables.

We were also in Raffles Institution (RI) together and 
that was where I got to know him better. He would 
take the Keppel bus from home to school. I live half 
a mile up from his home and would time it such that I 
could catch the same bus so that we could go to school 
together. We got along very well. On the bus we would 
chat and joke. He was quiet but jovial and could be 
playful.

By nature, Eng Liang likes to help and contribute, but 
he is not the type to fight for recognition or promotion. 

He is not the contentious type. He will not fight for 
status or position. He just wants to contribute.

His values are important to him. I think it is innate, not 
so much upbringing. It is just in his nature to have such 
strong principles.  He will always stand up for those 
who are treated unjustly. So will Eng Bock, but Eng 
Liang will do it quietly.

When he was Fellow at Raffles Hall, I would visit him. 
He was very strict and did his job well. One of his duties 
was to check on the students and make sure there were 
no squatters.   To get the job done, he would even walk 
on the window ledge and climb the window to check 
if the squatters were present. This is how seriously 
he took his responsibilities. He would not tolerate 
students who were arrogant and disrespectful.

S u  H o n g  Z e e

S Dhillon & Su Hong Zee



chapter 2

S P O R T S  A S  L I F E Sport has the power to change the world. It has 
the power to inspire, it has the power to unite 

people in a way that little else does.

Nelson Mandela


