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changed

You have heard of May 13, 1969 but what about May
13, 19542 Yesterday was the 56th anniversary of a
turning point in Singapore. On that fateful day, some
500 Chinese school students clashed with the police
during a protest. It led to the emergence of the leftist
movement which later joined with Mr Lee Kuan Yew § et
and his English-educated associates to form the PAP. | § "= §
Insight recalls the day and its significance. i ‘

worth’s The Tiger And The Trojan Horse,
Lee Ting Hui’s The Open United Front -
The Communist Struggle In Singapore
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during a protest. It led to the emergence of the leftist
movement which later joined with Mr Lee Kuan Yew
and his English-educated associates to form the PAP.
Insight recalls the day and its significance.

By LEoNG WENG KAM
SENIOR WRITER

I'T WAS a sunny afternoon at the Jalan Be-
gsar Stadium on May 13, 1954, and
17-year-old Tan Kok Siew was limbering
up to compete in the Chinese Middle
Schools annual athletic meet.

The Secondary 3 student from Catho-
lic High School was about to register for
his favourite event, the 110m hurdles,
when he heard a commotion in the specta-
tor stand. A student in shorts but without
his shirt was gesticulating wildly and
speaking emotionally to a crowd.

The boy’s curiosity was aroused but be-
fore he could get nearer to the scene, the
police arrived to nab the student, who dis-

" appeared quickly in the crowd.

Something serious had happened, he
sensed. Later he found out that the stu-
dent was breaking the news of fellow stu-
dents being beaten up and arrested by ri-
ot police while marching from Clem-
enceau Avenue to Government House,
now the Istana, to petition against con-
scription earlier that day.

Mr Tan, now 74, a retired Chinese jour-
nalist-turned-author, has recorded the
day’s happenings, better known as the
May 13 incident, and the events that fol-
lowed in his novel, Chong Chu Yun Wei
De Chao Yang or The Morning Sun.

Written in Chinese under his pen
name, Chen Gexiu, the book launched
last November, is based on true-life sto-
ries in his family’s history spanning four
generations.

He and his siblings - an elder sister
and three younger brothers - grew up
during the Japanese Occupation and in
the 1950s when Singapore was fighting
for independence from the British coloni-
alists.

His sister, Kok Chin, who passed away
a few years ago in her 70s, brothers Kok
Chiang, Kok Fang and Kok Lang, all in
their early 70s, were former Chinese mid-
dle school students.

Starting from his recollections of the
inter-school sporting event that fateful
day, Mr Tan devoted a full chapter of his
280-page novel to the turbulent episode.

“The incident awakened and united
the Chinese middle school students who
later became a political force helping to
hasten the process of Singapore’s self-
government and independence,” he says.

The May 13 incident, which saw the
Chinese school students clashing with the
police for the first time, is recognised as a
seminal event in many books on Singa-
pore’s political history.

Varying interpretations of the day’s
events are given in John Drysdale’s Singa-
pore Struggle For Success, Dennis Blood-

worth’s The Tiger And The Trojan Horse,
Lee Ting Hui’s The Open United Front -
The Communist Struggle In Singapore
and Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew’s
memoirs, The Singapore Story.

The Straits Times’ front-page story on
May 14 carried the banner headline
“Schoolboys battle police, 26 injured in
street clashes”, with pictures showing
the scuffles. It reported that one police-
man was hospitalised after being hit by a
flying stone, and 45 students, including a
schoolgirl, were arrested.

The students claimed that they were
beaten by policemen with batons but the
police alleged that the students attacked
them. The police maintained they did not
use any weapons to break up the proces-
sion and accused the communists of insti-
gating the students.

What happened was that then-Acting
Governor William Goode had earlier
agreed to receive a delegation of eight stu-
dents from Chinese High and Chung
Cheng High, who were all members of the
committee fighting for exemption of Chi-
nese middle school students from con-
scription, at Government House.

But that day, nearly 1,000 students
turned up in several lorries, crowding the
areas surrounding Clemenceau Avenue
leading to Government House. They said
they were there to support their leaders.

As reported, the police charged the stu-
dents with illegal assembly, and demand-
ed their dispersal. When they refused, the
riot squads were called and fights broke
out. Because of the pandemonium, the
student leaders did not meet the gover-
nor.

Two months earlier, on March 16, Mr
Goode had announced in the Legislative
Council that all males born in Singapore
or Malaya between the ages of 18 and 20
must register for National Service from
April 8 to May 12.

Most of the nearly 30,000 youths af-
fected had signed up before the deadline
but some 500 Chinese middle school stu-
dents refused to do so.

After the May 13 clash, the students
continued their protests by organising
camp-ins in their schools. The main pro-
test in Chinese High, which attracted
more than 1,000 boys and girls from sev-
eral Chinese middle schools, went on for
three weeks in June.

On June 24, the colonial government
gave in and postponed National Service
after some students at Chinese High
staged a hunger strike, raising concerns
that the protests might escalate further.

The real achievement of the students,
according to scholar C C Chin, 69, who
co-authored the book, Dialogues With
Chin Peng: New Light On The Malayan
Communist Party, was the birth of a unit-
ed, open and legal student movement, the
Singapore Chinese Middle School Stu-
dents’ Union (SCMSSU), a year later on
Oct 30, 1955. After barely a year, it was
banned by the colonial government for

Page from the past: A newspaper report of
the May 13, 1954, incident.

pro-communist activities, but student ac-
tivism continued unabated.

Several PAP book authors such as Drys-
dale and Bloodworth take the view that
the communists were using the students
for their own purposes by exploiting the
conscription issue.

Dutch scholar Sikko Visscher believes
that the communists capitalised on the
the issue to undermine the influence of.
the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Com-
merce and pro-Kuomintang groups in the
Chinese-medium schools. He is the au-
thor of The Business Of Politics And Eth-
nicity, published in 2007, which traces
the history of the chamber.

He notes that the governing boards of
these schools comprised members mainly
from the two groups and thus posed an
obstacle to the communists’ efforts to rad-
icalise the Chinese students.

This view is, however, challenged by
Mr Tan Kok Chiang, brother of author
Kok Siew. The younger Mr Tan, now 73
and a retired academic, lives in Guelph in
Ontario, Canada. As SCMSSU’s English
secretary when he was a student at
Chung Cheng, he was very much in the
thick of action then.

In a telephone interview, he says there
was no such evidence. “We were against
conscription and fighting to throw out
the British colonialists and if the commu-
nists shared our common cause they were
welcome to join us.”

He feels strongly that revisiting the is-
sue of communist involvement in the stu-
dent movement after more than half a
century is chao leng fan, meaning heating
leftover rice.

In his view, the May 13 incident had
not only brought student activism against
colonialism in Malaya and Singapore to a
culmination point, but also provided con-
ditions favourable to the formation of the
People’s Action Party (PAP).

It was through the Chinese middle
school students that a young Cambridge-
educated lawyer became the legal counsel
and adviser to the SCMSSU. ;

It was again through the students that
Chinese-educated trade unionists and
leftists Lim Chin Siong and Chan Chiaw
Thor met Mr Lee Kuan Yew, who was

seeking to secure a mass base for a politi-

cal party. All three later became founding
members of PAP.

As Mr Tan Kok Chiang points out, it
was student support which enabled PAP

Mr Tan Kok Siew (above) says the May 13 incident “awakened and united the Chinese middle
school students who later became a political force helping to hasten the process of Singapore’s
self-government and independence”. PHOTOS: TAN KOK SIEW, ST FILE

to win the municipal and legislative elec-
tions in the 1950s which led to its land-
slide victory in 1959. '

Student activism, he adds, provided
the education and experience to many
young people who became leaders of polit-
ical parties, trade unions and other social
organisations in Singapore in the early
years.

He believes that May 13 ushered in a
new nationalism among the students

-who, until then, had only a very vague

idea of being Malayan citizens rather than
Chinese citizens.

“The refusal by the students to be the
cannon fodder for British colonialism had
turned out to be a political commitment
towards Malaya,” he says.

Giving his take, his younger brother,
Kok Fang, 71, a former political detainee
who studied at Catholic High and Chi-
nese High in the 1950s and is now an in-
terpreter and translator, says May 13
brought the Chinese middle school stu-
dents closer to their English-stream coun-
terparts in the then-University of Ma-
laya.

They realised they shared a common
cause, and a common enemy, following
the Fajar trial which also occurred in May
1954 when the colonial government
charged the university students for sedi-
tion over an article they wrote in their
publication, Fajar.

Both student bodies engaged the same
Queen’s Counsel D N Pritt and his assist-

ant Lee Kuan Yew in the defence of their
respective cases. The Chinese schools un-
ion appealed against the jail sentences im-
posed on seven of their leaders involved
in the May 13 clash with the police.

Unlike their triumph in the Fajar case
earlier, QC Pritt and Mr Lee did not suc-
ceed with the Chinese school students’ ap-
peal to the Privy Council in 1955.

However, both came to know and
learn much more about their iron disci-
pline and strong organisational abilities.

In his 1998 memoirs, Minister Mentor
Lee says his introduction to the world of
the Chinese-educated came after the May
13 incident. )

“It was a world full of vitality, of so
many activists, all like jumping beans, of
so many young idealists, unselfish, ready
to sacrifice everything for a better socie-
ty. .

“I was deeply impressed by their seem-
ingly total dedication to the cause of revo-
lution, their single-minded determina-
tion to overturn the colonial government
in order to establish a new world of equali-
ty and fairness.”

MM Lee was convinced then that if he
could not win some of them over and
learn from them and set the same stand-
ards as they did, the PAP would not have
succeeded.

If not for May 13, the PAP and the Sin-
gapore story would have turned out quite
differently.

wengkam@sph.com.sg
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take a look
at May 15

THE MORNING SUN
(Chinese, Select Books)

The novel by former journalist-turned-author Tan Kok Siew,
now 74, is based on true stories of his family spanning over

four generations.

He devotes a chapter
to the tumultuous
1950s when he and his
siblings - one elder sis-
ter and three younger
brothers - were stu-
dents in Chinese mid-
dle schools.

There is a vivid ac-
count of the protest ac-
tion by students at Chi-
nese High School fol-
lowing their clash with
the police on May 13.
He and his younger
brothers were among
those at the camp-in
which lasted over three
weeks in June 1954.

L

SECRETS BURIED DEEP MEN IN WHITE - THE
INSIDE THE HEART - UNTOLD STORY OF THE FAJAR GENERATION
STORIES FROM SINGAPORE’S RULING - = THE UNIVERSITY
SINGAPORE AND POLITICAL PARTY SOCIALIST CLUB AND
PENANG (English, Singapore THE POLITICS OF
(Chinese, 21st Century Press Holdings) POSTWAR MALAYSIA
Publishers) AND SINGAPORE
This latest book on ;:;?llsh Sﬁ::edﬂc
This is a collection the People’s Action rmation
of essays by former Party (PAP) Research Development
leftists in = chronicles the Centre)
Singapore and party’s history -
: Mahyéia. In th from its inception This is a_
peni to 2006. compllabt;ofn of
wimzh. 1ls on Referring to the essays ormer
~ the turg:lvlint May 13 incident, mﬂ:as of the
s - 1950s, Ms Cai : the book says the
T Shijun, a former % _ Chinese middle
Chinese mtddle school activist, relates the May 13 school students opposed soldiering as it went :
incident in detail with pictures of the students’ against the grain of Chinese tradition embodied in ‘. :
clash with the police. * age-old saying hao tie bu da ding, hao nan bu tion trial te
She was banished to China after being arrested bing, meaning good iron should not be made espread agita
for pro-communist activities in 1956. Now in her 0 nails, good men should not become soldiers. ool students
‘ 703 she tells how she arranged the meetings Itm that the students’ fears were also minated in the May 13 i
rweett Te onists Tit Siongand | fanned by talk that a local garrison was being 30th the trial and the
Chan Chlaw Thor and Mr Lee Kuan Yew, who was formed to coincide with the formation of the !act on the students of be
then planning to form a new political party. mti-communist South-east Asia Treaty ing them in a broad-b:

_In his memoirs, Minister Mentor Lee mentions

" her as one of two pigtailed Chinese middle school

girls from Indonesia who met him over the May 13
incident. He remembers her being chauffeured to
his Oxley Road home in a bright pink Chevrolet.

Jrganisation.

One interviewee was former Chinese High
«chool student Sze Lih Hwa, who was caught up.
1 the May 13 clash between students and police.

He said he was hit twice with a police baton

: mg the scuffles.

ement. In 1954, the editorial
ied for a permit to publish a Chmesee(ﬁhr
turned down.



