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Lim Boon Keng:

Healer educator and social reformer in China and Singapore

Dr. the Honourable Lim Boon-Keng (++< & # X)), O.B.E., HonLL.D.(HKU), F.R.C.S., M.B.
(Edinburgh), C.M. (Edinburgh), J.P., Singaporean, was a Charter Member in 1933 and the
President 1935-1936 of Amoy Rotary Club (/& F 4 #4+) when he was the President of the Amoy

University (8 ™ =« ¥ & ) in China during the years from 1921 to 1937. Amoy is the former
name of the city Xiamen located at the south-eastern coastal province Fujian of China.

Dr. Lim Boon-Keng was a phenomenon. He was a polymath the likes of which Singapore
has never seen and is unlikely to see again. A brilliant scholar, during his long and eventful life,
Lim was also medical doctor, legislator, educator, entrepreneur, community leader, social
reformer and philanthropist. He was also, at various periods, a Christian apostate, and a
Confucian revivalist. Lim was an eminent figure of the Straits Chinese Community. Trained as
a medical doctor, Lim was also a public intellectual and writer who championed Confucianism
and supported Dr. Sun Yat-Sen’s (3% ¥ ) revolution in China. He served as a member of the
Straits Settlements Legislative Council for 14 years, and pushed for social reforms such as female
education and regulations on opium consumption with the aim of improving the lives of the
Chinese community.
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In the face of monolithic institutions, and the weight of history and culture, what can one
person do? Consider Lim, a man born of a transculture (the Peranakans) who bridged the
progress of Britain at its height of empire and the socio-cultural values of Confucianist Imperial
China, for the good of Singapore. His contributions in public health, education, poverty relief
and other social and reform causes helped promote the idea of shared purpose in Singapore
during the colonial era. Guided by the compass of empathy, Lim did not allow cultural and
institutional barriers to deter him. Lim epitomized the human spirit of compassion and morals.
He was charitable, he was altruistic and he had these public spirited humanitarian values. Lim
stood for championing and defending the humanitarian causes of basic rights and dignity, and
he believed in self-sacrifice in order that others may gain from what he could offer.

Born in Singapore to a Peranakan family, Lim was the first Chinese to be awarded the
colonial-era Queen’s Scholarship in 1887. Having been educated at Raffles Institution,
Singapore, and later at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland, his outlook was shaped by
Western progressivism. However, this did not divorce Lim from his cultural roots. An adherent
of Confucianism, he returned from Britain determined to advance his community with the help
of the progressive ideals of the West.

At the age of 24, Lim started a private medical practice in Singapore, where he offered free
medical treatment to those who could not afford it. Particularly troubled by how opium
addiction was ravaging the Chinese community, he founded the Anti-Opium Society and opened
the Opium Refuge, where addicts could seek medical help to break their compulsions.

He constantly wrote newspaper articles denouncing the ill-effects of opium consumption,
and campaigned against the opium trade, to the anger of the British colonial authorities and the
merchants who benefited financially from it. Despite potential threats to his safety for opposing
a lucrative trade, he would not be silenced. Lim also fought against other social ills, from the
practice of female child slavery, known as mui tsai (4 i), to foot binding and gambling.

Being a Confucianist as well as a Christian by faith, Lim had a deep feeling for the
unfortunate and underprivileged — especially those who suffered misfortune by nature of their
circumstances. He cultivated strong convictions and motivations to eradicate social ills through
his belief and faith in social reforms.

Lim’s path led him to the Legislative Council of the Straits Settlements at the age of 26, even
though his appointment was initially opposed by colonial Governor Sir Charles Mitchell. The
Governor felt Lim was too young and was wary of his reputation as a reformist firebrand. But
strong public support eventually saw the appointment through.

In the Legislative Council, Lim argued for the implementation of laws to alleviate poor
housing conditions and overcrowding, improve public sanitation, mitigate poverty and curb the
opium trade and gambling. He campaigned for these and other social causes across five three-
year terms between 1895 and 1921, and also served on the Municipal Commission, Chinese
Advisory Board and as a Justice of the Peace for Singapore — all before he was 30.

As a bearer of the cultural torches of East and West, Lim co-founded the Straits Chinese
British Association (/& & # #£ # 4 = ¢ ), and other cross-cultural literary and philosophical
associations that promoted the best of both cultures. He also supported reform movements in



China, and worked briefly as Inspector-General of hospitals for the Ch’ing Empire (~ i &)
before becoming Dr. Sun Yat-Sen’s confidential secretary and personal physician.

In Singapore, Lim co-founded newspapers to promote the cause of the Chinese reformists,
wrote (The Chinese Crisis From Within) in 1901 and was one of the leaders of the Singapore
branch of the Tong-Meng Hui (Chinese Revolutionary Alliance) (* Bk £ ¢ ) in 1906. His
concern for his community spanned both cultures and oceans, and Lim served as president of
Amoy University (forerunner of Xiamen University today) founded by his good friend Tan Kah-
Kee (Mt £. 4 ) in 1921. Having given up his thriving business interests in Singapore to go to Amoy
(Xiamen) (V& ), Lim served the University without a salary until 1937, when his resources had
whittled down to their lowest point.

Lim’s self-sacrifice for a cause he believed deeply in did not come as a surprise to those who
knew him — he had already demonstrated his zeal for education in Singapore. In 1899, he co-
founded the Singapore Chinese Girls School (#74c# # 4 4 3 ¥ 4%) and served as its president,
at a time when education for girls was considered unnecessary and of no consequence. A multi-
linguist, he conducted Mandarin classes for the Straits Chinese and promoted the Chinese
language among the Peranakan community.

Having led fundraising in Singapore for war relief efforts during the Sino-Japanese War
(1937-1945), Lim became a target during the Japanese Occupation. He was appointed as
president of the Overseas Chinese Association, which was used to force the Chinese community
into raising a $50 million “gift” to the Japanese government. To avoid being further used as a
political tool by the Japanese, the elderly Lim often feigned drunkenness.

A polymath and an academic, a social reformer and an advocate for his community, Lim
made his reformist presence felt across society. Most importantly, his compassion was apparent
in all of his undertakings. Above all, it was the Confucian traits and character in him, coupled
with his Christian faith which drove him with passion and fervour to help uplift those less
fortunate.

Science, Confucianism and the Tensions of an ideal Republican University 1921—
1937

Dr. Lim Boon-Keng’s successes in China and Southeast Asia were challenged in the 1920s
during his tenure as the President of Amoy University from June 1921 to 1937 when the
Republican China’s government took it over and ran it as one of the state universities.

Lim was a man of great personality and integrity, a man of many talents and achievements
and a man for all seasons. Lim had many admirers, among them Sir Laurence Gillemard and
Tan Kah-Kee. While Sir Laurence recognized the keenness of his intellect, the soundness of his
judgment, and his zeal in the service of the government, Tan Kah-Kee heaped even higher praise
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on him, naming him the most outstanding person among millions of the overseas Chinese. In
addition, Tan Kah-Kee lauded him for his spirit of fraternity and self-sacrifice in taking on the
job as President of Amoy University at the cost of sacrificing his own material comfort, either
winding up his lucrative medical practice and numerous enterprises or entrusting them to his
friends and relatives in Singapore. At Amoy University, Lim was able to establish a medical
school and a hospital to train students to care for the Chinese masses. For Lim his new
assignment at Amoy might mean a new personal challenge. Lim’s public-spiritedness and stern
moral fibre in taking on the task earned Tan Kah-Kee’s lifelong respect and affection. These two
were to work together through thick and thin to make the University successful and vibrant, and
to develop its potential in the challenging era of revolutionary change in China.

In getting the University off the ground and stabilizing its growth, both Lim and Tan were
confronted with numerous problems of financial and political nature. Apart from the problem
of funding, neither Lim nor Tan ever quite came to grips with student unrest at their University.
For a start, neither belonged to the generation of May Fourth Movement (7 = i& #) which
demanded more radical change in Chinese society. Many of the students in Amoy University
were influenced by the writings of Dr. Hu Shih (# i # 1), Ch’en Tu-Hsiu (F& # % ), Li Ta-Chao
(% ~ #') and Lu Hsun (/& i1), who attacked Confucianism and advocated democracy, science
and even revolution for solving China’s socio-political problems. In addition, they all
encouraged the use of the vernacular as against wen-yen (¢ 3 <), classical Chinese writing style.
In this context it was little wonder that students generally were not at home with Lim’s political
and educational philosophy was so mould the character of students through the teaching of
Confucian ethics. He wanted to turn out graduates who were what Confucius would regard as
‘gentlemen’. Based on his conviction of the importance of moral training, Lim personally drew
up a curriculum including such courses of study as comparative religion, philosophy, sociology,
literature, sciences and politics for his students. More than that, Lim tried to produce a
generation of graduates who were morally sound (that is, gentlemen), linguistically competent
(English as second language), and technically and professionally literate. His moral teaching
were overtly or latently resisted by students, who were ever politically and ideologically-oriented.
Students were critical of his obsession with Confucianism and his anachronism as a scholar in
the age of change. And that Lim was behind the times, and was inevitably swept away by the
tidal waves of historical forces for change.

Lim was well aware of disharmony and cliquishness among the staff as one major factor in
student unrest. The socio-educational backgrounds of the teaching staff were varied: many of
them were graduates from different traditions and institutions in Japan, Europe and the United
States. Tan in 1924 blamed a minority of the academic staff for inciting students to strike and
asked them to leave his University. The dissension among the staff was also caused by unequal
distribution of funding among rival departments, and a lack of funding in some cases.

Despite sporadic student unrest and financial pressures Amoy University did not fare too
badly by all accounts during the ‘reign’ of Lim. In terms of bricks and mortar there was an
impressive record of over forty buildings being completed, and over 3,000 rooms used on
campus. These buildings including all the usual amenities pertaining to a university, namely
student dormitories, gymnasium, a sports ground for track and field events, a science laboratory,
a library, and buildings for a medical school, an engineering school, an arts faculty, physics, law,
commerce and education faculties, zoological and biological museums, and a meteorological



observatory. The University Library, starting with a modest of 200 books, had by 1930 acquired
a collection of close to 150,000 volumes.

Apart from a medical and engineering school, Amoy University had five faculties in 1930:
Arts, Physics, Law, Commerce and Education. These faculties had under their respective
jurisdiction some seventeen departments, including Chinese literature, Western literature,
philosophy, history, sociology, mathematics, physics, chemistry, zoology, biology, politics,
economics, law, education, banking, accountancy, and industrial and commercial management.
However, due largely to financial pressure, Amoy University was re-organized in 1936 with the
amalgamation of departments and faculties. Then there were only three faculties, Arts, Physics
and Law and Commerce, with Education being incorporated into the Arts Faculty, and only nine
departments, a far cry from the heyday in 1930 when seventeen departments were operating.
The University employed some 60 academic staff in 1924 and 80 in 1930. Student intake each
year fluctuated between 300 and 600, until 1937. It is surprising that only 571 students had
actually graduated from Amoy University by 1937.

Liberal in heart, Lim recruited his staff according to their qualifications and academic
standing, regardless of their political or ideological leanings. It is to his credit that he was able
to attract to the University such literary personalities and academics as Lu Hsun (& i), Lin Yu-
Tang (#+# %), and Ku Chieh-Kang (%f #f k), Cheng Te-Kun (3%4¢ # ) and a host of others.
Bearing in mind that Amoy University was often plagued by financial problems, student unrest
and warlord intervention in Hokkien (Fujian) (45#%), its survival and slow but sure growth were
in themselves achievements.

Brief Biography
Early Life and Education

Lim Boon-Keng (+k < A& ), alias Meng-Qin (% %) (b. 18 October 1869, Singapore—d. 1
January 1957, Singapore) was an ethnic Chinese. His grandfather, Lim Mah-Peng (++38% ), had
migrated in 1839 from Hokkien (Fujian) Province of the Ch’ing Empire, to Penang of Malaya, to
earn a living where he married a Straits-born Chinese woman. Lim Mah-Peng then moved to
Singapore when his only son, Lim Thean-Geow (+& = £#), was born.

The earliest education Lim received was a brief period spent at a school set up by the
Hokkien Huay Kuan (clan association) (45 ¢ 4), where he learnt Chinese classics. He then
began his English education at the Government Cross Street School and thereafter enrolled in
Raffles Institution in 1879. His studies at Raffles Institution were nearly terminated when his
father passed away and the family faced financial difficulties. The then school principal, R. W.
Hullett, intervened and Lim was able to continue with his education.

Lim graduated from Raffles Institution and was awarded the Queen’s Scholarship in 1887.
He studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland and graduated in 1892, earning
a bachelor of medicine and bachelor of surgery degree with first-class honours. In 1919, Lim was
conferred Doctor of Laws (honoris causa) by the Hong Kong University (4 i# ~ £ ) of the British
Crown Colony Hong Kong. In 1926, Lim was conferred Honorary Licentiate in Medicine and



Surgery by King Edward VII College of Medicine, Singapore, The Straits Settlements; and in
1930, Fellowship of the Royal College of Surgeons (F.R.C.S.), United Kingdom.

Medical Career and Health Reforms

Lim returned to Singapore in 1893, setting up his private practice on Telok Ayer Street. In
1896, he entered into a partnership with T. Murray Robertson and co-owned The Dispensary at
Raffles Place. Lim later established Sincere Dispensary, also known as Kewsutong (4 2. % & %

% ), which was located on Hill Street, with a branch on Chulia Street.

Between 1907 and 1910, Lim taught at the Straits and Federated Malay States Government
Medical School (later renamed King Edward VII Medical School) on a gratis basis. Lim was
outspoken about the ills of opium smoking and was a key figure in Malaya’s anti-opium
movement that first began in the 1900s.

Political Involvement

In 1895, at the age of 26, Lim was appointed as a Chinese member of the Straits Settlements
Legislative Council. He served in this position until his resignation in 1903. Lim was re-
appointed to the Council in 1915 when Tan Jiak-Kim (# 3= 44 ) resigned from his seat, and served
until his departure from Singapore in 1921. He also held various other positions such as
Municipal Commissioner (1905-1906) and was a member of the Chinese Advisory Board from
1896.

A staunch supporter of the British, Lim participated in major events related to the British
colonial government, such as the coronation ceremonies of King Edward VII (1902) and King
George V (1911). During World War I (1914—1918), Lim helped to implement war taxation and
rallied support from the Straits Chinese Community for the Allies’ war efforts.

Lim was hugely influenced by the reform movement in the Ch’ing Empire during the late
19th century, and developed close ties with the movement’s key figures, Dr. Sun Yat-Sen and
Kang You-Wei (% 3 %), both of whom visited Singapore in the 1900s. In 1911, following Sun’s
successful revolution that overthrew the Ch’ing Empire, Lim was variously appointed as a
medical adviser in the Peking government (#* i ¥z /i), inspector-general of the hospitals in
Peking and president of the Peking government’s Board of Health. He also became the personal
physician and private secretary to Sun, the first president of the Republic of China (¥ # % &).

Back in Singapore, Lim was a founding member of the Tong-Meng Hui set up by Sun in
1906 and subsequently served as its president after the group became the Singapore branch of
the Kuomintang (¥ ® & X # ) (The Nationalist Party of China) in 1912.

In 1921, Lim resigned from the Legislative Council and left for China’s Hokkien Province to
join Amoy University (forerunner of Xiamen University today) as its president at Tan Kah-Kee’s
invitation. After heading the University for 16 years, Lim returned to Singapore in 1937.

Social Reforms
Education

Lim believed that education was the key to improving the general character of individuals
and thus advocated for various educational reforms. Concerned about the lack of female



education in Singapore, Lim, together with Song Ong-Siang (% F4p) and other prominent

members of the Straits Chinese Community, founded the Singapore Chinese Girls’ School in
1899. He also started organizing Mandarin classes at his home that year, as he thought that
English-educated Chinese also ought to be proficient in Mandarin.

Culture

Influenced by the reform movement and revolution taking place in China in the late 19th
century, Lim campaigned for the cutting of queues (or towchang, the traditional pigtail worn by
Chinese men of the Ch’ing Empire as a symbol of reform. Lim also saw the practice of
Confucianism and reformist ideals as means to improve the lives of the Straits Chinese and larger
Chinese community. Lim and Song founded (The Straits Chinese Magazine) (& & A 323%)
in 1897. He used the magazine as a platform to express these ideologies, and wrote about the
social ills of opium as well as the importance of female education.

Lim also had a hand in the formation of various societies and other publications. These
include the Chinese Philomathic Society (& * 4+ § ¢ ) (1896) , an intellectual group centred on
reformist ideals; the newspapers ( Thien Nan Shin Pao) ( { * % #73F ) 1898; with Khoo Seok-
Wan % [#) as well as (Jit Shin Pau) ( (P #74F ) 1899—1901; proprietor); and the Straits
Chinese British Association (1900).

World War I1

During the Japanese Occupation (1942—1945) in Singapore, Lim was pressured to become
the leader of the Oversea Chinese Association. He was tasked with raising 50 million Malayan
dollars for Japan on behalf of the Chinese community. While Lim and his committee managed
to raise a portion of it, the full amount was eventually reached with a loan of 22 million Malayan
dollars from the Yokohama Specie Bank (# /% i+ 4 43i7).

Commercial Ventures

Lim partnered Tan Chay-Yan (Ft % %), then already an established rubber planter in
Malacca, to open rubber plantations in Singapore; in 1909, they formed the company, Serangoon
Rubber Plantations. When the Malayan rubber industry boomed in the early 20th century, Lim
reaped the profits.

Together with other prominent Straits Chinese, Lim was also involved in other industries

such as timber and banking — the latter being the Chinese Commercial Bank (£ % 42i7), Ho
Hong Bank (§-=%'42{7) and Oversea Chinese Bank (#%42{7). He was a founding member of

the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce (#7433l ¢ 2% ¢ ), which was established in
1906.

Selected Works

In addition to his other endeavours, Lim also wrote books and published numerous essays.
Some of his articles published in ( The Straits Chinese Magazine ) were written under
pseudonyms such as Lin Meng-Cheng, W. C. Lin, M. C. Lin and Historicus.



Chinese publications

1911: (¥ i %2 # % ) (Elements of Popular Hygiene)
1914: (3“#% =~ % ) (Principles of Confucianism)

English publications

1901: (The Chinese Crisis from Within) (published under the pseudonym “Wen Ching”)

1917: (The Great War from the Confucian Point of View) , and kindred topics, being lectures
delivered during 1914—-1917

1927: (Tragedies of Eastern Life: An Introduction to the Problems of Social Psychology)
1929: (The Li Sao: An Elegy on Encountering Sorrows) (&% )
Legacy

After the War, Lim retired from public life and passed away on 1 January 1957 in Singapore,
leaving behind his wife, 6 children, 30 grandchildren and 6 great-grandchildren. One of his
great-granddaughters is the playwright Stella Kon. Lim was buried at Bidadari Cemetery, which
was cleared in the 2000s to make way for redevelopment. His remains were exhumed and the
tombstone placed at the Bidadari Memorial Garden at Mount Vernon. “Boon Keng Road” and
“Boon Keng MRT Station” are named in his honour.

During a 2004 international conference, then Senior Minister Lee Kuan-Yew (% & ##) of
Singapore hailed Lim as a role model of biculturalism that Singaporean Chinese should emulate
as the influence of China grows.

Honours
United Kingdom: 1918 -- Officer of The Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (O.B.E.)
Republic of China: Order of Golden Grain 2nd Class (= % &+ # %)
Order of Striped Tiger 2nd Class (= %~ 7.8 %)
Family
Wife: Margaret Wong Tuan-Keng (% =43 ) (m. 1896—1905, her death);
Grace Yin Pek-Ha (% ¥ #%) (m. 1908-his death)

6 Sons: Robert Lim Kho-Seng (++¥ 25 ); Francis Lim Kho-Beng (++ F* ); Walter Lim Kho-Leng
(#+¥ 4t ); John Lim Kho-Liau (& ¥ %¥); Lim Peng-Han (4% ;£ ); Lim Peng-Thiam (+&'& ;‘,9]:)

1 Daughter: Ena Lim Guat-Kheng (4% * %)
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OBITUARY: British Medical Journal — 19 January 1957

Lim Boon Keng, O.B.E., LL.D., M.B.

Dr. Lim Boon Keng, one of the most prominent men in public life in Singapore, died there
on January 1, aged 87.

Lim Boon Keng was born in Singapore on October 18, 1869. From the Raffles Institution he
won a Queen’s Scholarship which enabled him to study medicine at Edinburgh, where he
graduated M.B., C.M., with first-class honours, in 1892. A most able student, he was at one time
librarian and later president of the Royal Medical Society of Edinburgh. After graduation he
became a junior house-surgeon at the Royal Infirmary and then won a research scholarship in
pathology at Cambridge. Among the papers he published at this time were the following: “The
Nature of Hysteria,” in the Edinburgh Medical Journal; “On the Cardiac Nerves of the Dog,” in
the Journal of Physiology; and “On Colonic Fluid of Lumbricus terrestris in Reference to a
Protective Mechanism,” in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society. When he
returned to Singapore, in 1893, he went into private practice, and it was not long before he
entered public life by becoming a member of the Straits Settlement Legislative Council. He was
also prominent in the business life of the colony, becoming a rubber planter on a large scale. In
1912 he accepted the post of president of the Board of Health at Nanking, under the Chinese
Government. Later he moved to Peking as Inspector-General of Hospitals.

Dr. Lim worked in China for about 16 years and represented the Chinese Government at a
number of international sanitary conferences. He acted as personal physician to Dr. Sun Yat Sen,
founder of the Chinese Republic. Always keenly interested in general as well as medical
education, he was appointed president of the University of Amoy in 1921. Two years before this
the University of Hong Kong had conferred on him the honorary degree of LL.D. On his return
to Singapore Dr. Lim maintained his connexion with the King Edward VII Medical School by
holding the post of lecturer in pharmacology and therapeutics, and he was a member of the
Raffles College Council. A Confucian scholar of renown, he wrote a number of books on
historical and medical subjects and translated Chinese texts into English. In 1918 he was
appointed O.B.E. in recognition of his public services, and he also received a number of
decorations from European governments and from the Chinese Government. He was a member
of the British Medical Association for over 40 years, and at one time he served on the council of
the Malayan Branch of the B.M.A., to the Transactions of which he was a frequent contributor.
According to the obituary notice in the Straits Times, Dr. Lim had very recently urged the
members of the Chinese community in Singapore to go forward in friendship with other
communities towards the common goal of a unified inter-racial family.




e B L ez P RS L AR T 23 kR g & R (1918-1922)

Dr. Lim Boon Keng and his second wife Grace Yin Pek Ha, daughter Ena Lim Guat Kheng and son Lim
Peng Han (Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore) (1918-1922)
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A Charter Member in 1933 and the President 1935-1936 of Amoy Rotary Club,
Dr. Lim Boon Keng was the first president of the Amoy University in the Republic of China, where he
worked for 17 years from 1921 to 1937.

MEMBER
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Dr. Lim Boon-Keng statue and memorial pavilion inside today’s Xiamen University campus.
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National Museum of Singapore

Often described as “Singapore’s Grand Old Man”, Dr. Lim Boon Keng was one of the country’s
eminent social reformers in the late 19th to early 20th century. As a Justice of the Peace,
Legislative Councillor, Municipal Commissioner, and Chinese Advisory Board member, Lim
bridged the gap between the British and Chinese worlds in Singapore and highlighted the
plight of the city’s poor to the colonial authorities. Trained as a doctor in Edinburgh, Lim also
visited brothels to treat prostitutes and certified the deaths of those who had died from
infectious diseases. An enquiry commission he headed in 1896 revealed terrible living
conditions for most of the city’s inhabitants, and recommended sanitary improvements to
public works.
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