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The Chinese Heritage Centre Established in 1995, the objective of the Chinese Heritage
Centre is to enhance the publics knowledge of the communities of Chinese outside China. These
communities are linked not only by common ancestry but they also share the same “heritage” of
traditions, history, beliefs, customs and skills, to which the name of the Centre refers.

To fulfill its goals, the Centre has initiated a series of research, publication, documentation,
and community outreach activities. Its first major contribution was the Encyclopedia of the Chinese
Overseas, available in Chinese and English, and soon, in French and Japanese.

Guided by an international Board of Governors, the Centre is located in the historic
Administration Block of the former Nanyang University, This' building, together with the Nantah

memorial tablet and the entrance Arch, was declared a national monument of Singapore in 1998,
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BIFLEHEANANEE, LEEHER, TERALF, RTH&EN, IFelLH A,

TREMARINE, RAFE, AERYT, et F ik, EFFTLATHRE,

BEXY, REFARH2 SHA & (1956-80), EHAES THEAEALZHFALS, £
THALKBEETRHHY, YESEATEEE TREN—T. AFXUETI38MPBRAE R,

EWERTHEGOECATE, EMNRRTHEANML, RKFGREHNLE, REIR, +A
T #FH &% %, Nanyang University (Nantah) was the only Chinese language institution of
higher learning outside China. In 1953, when Mr. Tan Lark Sye proposed the founding of a
Chinese language university, his vision was met with great enthusiasm by the Chinese communities
in Singapore, Malaya and other parts of Southeast Asia. Generous donations in cash and kind
came from Chinese in all walks of life, from rich tycoons to poor hawkers and peddlers. However,
the university was beset with problems. Although it established itself rapidly as an institution
that offered quality education, a host of taunting reforms and controversies forced it to succumb
in the end. In its brief 25-year history, from 1956 to 1980, the university was a beacon of
Chinese language education and culture in Southeast Asia. The values it inculcated in a generation
of students embody what is known as The Nantah Spirit, and the university is widely accepted
as a unique chapter in the annals of Chinese Overseas’ experience. Each of the 138 photographs
presented in this book tells a thousand stories about hopes, idealism, commitment and self-
sacrifices. They capture the unprecedented spirit behind the founding of Nantah, as well as its

growth and demise. It is a rich story that will evoke strong emotions among many.
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A collection of 11 research papers by the alumni of the Nanyang
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Books
keeping
Nantah
legacy alive

By LEONG WENG KaM
Senior Correspondent

Today, five years later, she is
30 and a teacher at Nanyang
Girls’ High School here. Her thesis
in Chinese on Nantah'’s controver-
sial students’ union in the turbu-
lent mid-50s and 60s has been
published as a book, titled Ideals
And Realities — A Study on Nan-
tah’s Students’ Union 1956-1964.

It is the first in a series of books
on Nantah Rubhshed by the 12-
year-old Centre of Chinese
Language and Culture. It is also

on Nantah published by the 12-

ear-old Centre of Chinese
L.nﬁ:age and Culture. It is also
the latest to join the over one doz-

en books on Nantah that have ap-

MISS KHE Su Lin was teaching in R Rratter torae sadiares Tous Siia (Vi

a small-town school in Perak Hase comramitv. here 1 1985

when news of a research scholar-

ship from Singapore’s Nanyan

Technological University (NTU% __

came. in 1980. Then, in 1981, the
The University of Malaya English-medium Nanyang Tecl

graduate jumped at the chance to nological Institute (NTI) opened i

delve into the history of the for- Nantah’s sprawling Jurong ca

mer Nanyang University (Nan- pus. It became NTU in 1991

ith '_!:-~'

was merged wi
versitv ol apol 10O 1017

‘wm
National Unive it \ L.*? Singapore

tah) because her primary school Tt was in 1990 that the flurry of
Chinese teacher back in Negeri books on Nantah began appear-
Sembilan — whom she respected ing. The first was Nanyang Uni-

'— was a Nantah graduate who versity’s Historical Records, a ref-
stirred her interest in the subject. erence tome published by the

Nanyang University Alumni As-
~sociation of Malaya. Five years

Books Keeping Nantah legacy alive

by Leong Weng Kam. Senior Correspondent
(The Straits Times, June 20, 2006)

Books keeping Nantah legacy alive

later, From Yunnan Garden To Cana-
da followed. It was a collection of es-
says by alumnus Bong Kik San
about his student days in the 60s unti
after he emigrated to Canada in
1968.

Alumnus C.C. Chin, a business
consultant, followed that up with The
Phoenix, a collection of 15 poems on
MNantah, in time for his alma mater's
40th anniversary in 1995.

Two reference bmkseJaﬁeared in
2002 and 2004 — Select torical
Sources of Nanyang University
(1953 - 1980) and ys on History
of Nanyang University.

The director of NTU’s Centre of
Chinese and Culture, Asso-
ciate Professor Guan Kin, traced
renewed public interest in Nantah to
1991, when NTI became NTU. It was
around that time that Government
leaders hailed the ‘““Nantah Spirit",
which embodied traits like industry, a
respect for Eastern and Western val-
ues, civic mindedness and communit
service. It was also then that reco
of Nantah graduates were moved
from NUS to NTU.

At the first Global Reunion of
Nantah Alumni held in Toronto in
1992, writer and former Nantah lec-
turer Han Suyin called for the recre-
ation of a new Nantah. The idea took

hold am alumni scattered across
the world; those based here spoke of
a Nantah “resurrection’” and called

for the Nantah name to be restored.

Expectations of a resurrection
were further fanned when, in 1998,
the Nantah administration and li-
brary building, the garden memorial
and the original arch and gateway to
the old campus were all gazetted for
preservation as national monuments.

That year, then NTU president
Cham Tao Soon said the university
would research Nantah’s history in a
big way. The job went to the Centre
of Chinese Language and Culture.

Prof Lee, a Nantah graduate her-
self, said: “These events created a
feeling of euphoria among graduates,
and this can ﬁe seen in the many arti-
cles they wrote in newspapers and
magazines. Some of them were com-
piled into books later.”

The stream of books continued
even as the 90s ended. In 2000, the
Chinese Heritage Centre put out a bi-
lingual Pictorial History of Nantah,
which was followed the next year by
a collection of essays that proposed
something out-of-the-box — recreat-
ing Nantah in cyberspace.

Titled A Greater Nantah's Jour-
ney and written by Foo Ven Yee, Foo
Boon Seng and Professor Teh Hoon

[ T ——_

4,mwgﬁmmm

PHOTO: ASHLEIGH 5IM

KEEPING THE MEMORY ALIVE: Miss Khe Su Lin, whose thesis in Chinese on Nantah's controversial students’ union has been

published as a book, is the latest in a series of authors who have written on the university.

Heng, thel}@ian was to have as many
as 100,000 students worldwide en-
rolled in the virtual university.

Prof Teh, who now lives in Cana-
da, claimed it as the most cost effec-
tive way to bring Nantah back to life,
and even spelt out the courses of-
fered — mathematics and informa-
tion technology, Chinese and English
languages and the fine arts. Nothing
has come out of it yet.

In 2003, a collection of about 40
essays, speeches and interviews dis-
cussing issues such as restoring Nan-
tah’s name appeared under the title
Nantah Spirit.

But expectations appeared to
dampen, at least in some quarters. In
2003, journalist-turned-academic
Ow Ching Tee, 63, published the
Fg]:rel, Those Who Chase After Sun-
1gnt.

For him, it has become enough to
pass on the story of Nantah by get-
ting memories published, even if the
Nantah name was never going to be
resurrected. “Nantah was a signifi-
cant educational and cultural centre
in South-east Asia in the 25 years
that it existed. Many graduates like
myself have chosen to remember
Nantah by writing about it to pass on
the legacy,” he said.

For a while, it looked like 2005
was to be the year NTU would be
renamed Nanyang University, mak-
ing it within the lifetime of the oldest
alumni, who are in their 70s. But in
2004, NTU president Su Guaning
dropped a bombshell — the name

change would not happen until after
the NTU became a comprehensive
university, and this would take a
while.

The sudden turnaround disap-
pointed many of the estimated
12,000 Nantah alumni. This ageing
group — with the youngest in their
40s — is now getting around to ac-
cepting that NTU graduates have al-
ready outnumbered them and that
changing NTU’s name would not be
possible without their support.

PASSING ON ALEGACY

“Nantah was a
significant
educational and
cultural centre in
South-east Asia in the
25 years that it
existed. Many
graduates like myself,
have chosen to
remember Nantah by
writing about it to
pass on the legacy”

JOURNALIST-TURNED-ACADEMIC OW
CHING TEE, on passing on the story of
Nantah by getting memories published

But this has not stopped the books
from appearing. Let’s Talk About
Nantah Stories, a collection of mem-
oirs by the Nantah Graduates Chris-
tian Fellowship, a campus group for
Christian students, appeared in
2004. The same year, Assistant Pro-
fessor Ong Yong Peng, now a lectur-
er at NTU’s National Institute of Ed-
ucation, came out with Nantah In
The Fog, a collection of essays.

Mr Chia Ban Seng, president of
the Association of Nantah Gradu-
ates, said the name change is no lon-
ger an issue, and is glad that interest
on Nantah's past is still alive. I am
very encouraged by the great num-
ber of books on Nantah published re-
cently. They are valuable materials
which I believe are worth document-
ing because Nantah is unique.”

A cultural and literary society in
Perak appeared to have heard him. [t
put out a collection of newspaper ar-
tlclu from

g titled| There Is Only One '\-.’tn

When the graduates’ association
published its commemorative book,
Ah! These 50 Years, to mark Nan-
tah's 50th anniversary last year,
many thought it would be the last af-
ter a lukewarm reception from the
public. But Prof Lee is optimistic that
interest in Nantah's history will live
among scholars and its alumni. *Our
plans for more new books on Nantah
are still on schedule,” she added.

wengkam@sph.com.sg
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