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Dedicated to the life and times
of Dr Soo Kim Lan

Circa 1916-1917. Soo Kim Lan with her second sister,
Choon Lan prior to her medical school days.



1The 1910s

The setting
Soo Kim Lan turned sixteen at the start of the second 
decade of the twentieth century. The 1910s elevated 
the momentum of its first decade, which opened the 
century with exploits that unfurled one of the most 
revolutionary times in human history. Change became 
the natural order of the day as the world got used to 
soaring the skies (Wilbur and Orville Wright took 
their first flight in 1903), gliding over land (Henry 
Ford introduced his first Model-T on October 1, 1908), 
taking photographs (Kodak introduced the low-priced 
Brownie camera in 1900), watching silent movies 
(Thomas Edison produced the first silent movie in 
1903), receiving Nobel Prizes (First Nobel Prizes were 
awarded in December 10, 1901), and exploring a new 
physics of reality (Max Planck formulated the Quantum 
Theory in 1900), which paved the way for Einstein’s 
Theory of Relativity in 1905. The world was caught up 
with a profusion of new inventions and incorporations 
when it received news that King Edward VII departed 
in 1910. His funeral was described as “the greatest 

Chapter 1
The 1910s (1910-1919)
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2 Malaya’s Grand Lady of Medicine

assemblage of royalty and rank ever gathered in one 
place and of its kind, the last” (Tuchman, 1964). Closer 
to home, the Anglo-Siamese treaty was signed on 
March 10, 1909 by the United Kingdom and Thailand, 
dissecting the northern Malay states from Malaya.

Unfortunately, the 1910s came to be dominated by 
the First World War (WWI), which began in 1914. 
This war spread to Malaya at the Battle of Penang on 
October 28, 1914, when German cruiser SMS Emden 
sank two allied warships in the Strait of Malacca.

The undeterred goal
Set against this backdrop, an orphaned, sixteen-year 
old school girl living with her maternal grandmother in 
Taiping, Perak, was contemplating her future. Soo Kim 
Lan was filled with childhood dreams of becoming a 
doctor. Her intrinsic yearning was so intense that she 
would immediately go to the aid of any animal in 
need. She would soothe and nurse limping stray dogs, 
injured cats and birds till they were able to walk, run 
and fly on their own. At the same time, she was a 
teenager overwhelmed with gratitude for her maternal 
grandmother who cared for her and her siblings after 
the loss of their parents. 

Well aware of the trials of her times, which made it 
seem near impossible for a woman to be accepted into 
Medical College, she proceeded to become a teacher 
after graduating from high school. While she found 
some consolation in being able to help reciprocate her 
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3The 1910s

maternal grandmother’s kindness, it appeared that fate 
would not allow her to settle into her job. World War 
I (July 28, 1914 to November 11, 1918) broke out just 
before she completed her teachers’ training program. The 
war lasted throughout her years as a teacher from 1915 
to 1917. She persevered, doing her best to educate and 
care for every child under her tutelage. In her own time, 
Kim Lan immersed herself in her studies, community 
services, charity and church services. Assessments of 
her choices during her teenage years demonstrate that 
she held unwavering faith in the wisdom of a biblical 
verse that counsels one to be joyful in hope, patient in 
affliction and faithful in prayer (Romans 12:12). 

Hereinafter are five photographs of her teachers’ 
training and teaching days. She was eighteen to twenty-
two years of age when these photographs were taken 
circa 1912 to 1916.

Circa 1912-1914. Soo Kim Lan (far right) at an outdoor 
session with fellow teacher trainees.
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4 Malaya’s Grand Lady of Medicine

 

Circa 1915-1916. Soo Kim Lan (back row, third from the 
right) as a young teacher.

Circa 1912-1914.
Soo Kim Lan (left)
with much loved
missionary Catherine
Jackson (middle)
and fellow trainee (right).

Note:
Ms Catherine Jackson
was the Principal of
The Lady Treacher Girls’
School from 1901 to 1909.
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Circa 1915-1916. Soo Kim Lan (far right) in the teachers’ 
room with friends and fellow teachers.

Circa 1916-1917.
Soo Kim Lan (right)
with elder sister,
Soo Choon Lan
before she left for
medical college.

Note: 
Choon Lan passed
away during Kim Lan’s
second year at medical
college on 
July 12, 1919.
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The childhood dream
Soo Kim Lan’s earnest dedication to pursue her chosen 
field, Medicine, was so deep-rooted that by 1916, at 
only twenty-two years of age, she was working beyond 
her duties as a teacher. She actively served local 
communities and charitable causes, and gave public 
sermons at the Middle Road Methodist Church in 
Singapore. By all accounts, she was a young lady who 
had dedicated her life to help others, to make a difference 
by giving with kindness. In due time, she showed that 
giving does indeed, open the way for receiving. Soo 
Kim Lan went on to take the medical college entrance 
exam and upon passing, she received the Tan Jiak Kim 
Scholarship on May 30, 1917. She embarked on life as 
a college student at the King Edward VII College of 
Medicine in September the same year.

The succeeding photographs, manuscripts and news 
articles are presented in chronological order to provide 
a more in-depth understanding of Soo Kim Lan’s paths 
in life during the 1910s.
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November 26, 1916. The Straits Times, p.11.
Soo Kim Lan served at the Middle Road

Methodist Church.

May 30, 1917. The Singapore Free Press
and Mercantile Advertiser (1884-1942), p.12.

Soo Kim Lan officially awarded
the 4th Tan Jiak Kim Scholarship.
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May 30, 1917. The Singapore
Free Press and Mercantile
Advertiser (1884-1942), p.12.
Soo Kim Lan was amongst 
thirty-nine candidates to be 
admitted in accordance with 
the General Medical Council 
of Great Britain.

June 19, 1917.
The Straits Times, p.6.
Soo Kim Lan, niece of

Dr Soo Ah Choy of Taiping
was awarded the 4th

Tan Jiak Kim scholarship.

November 17, 1917.
The Straits Times, p.10.

Soo Kim Lan served 
at the Middle Road 
Methodist Church.
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April 1, 1918.
The Straits Times, p.11.
Soo Kim Lan passed 
the King Edward VII 
Medical School Exam 
(Spring session).

Note: Medical College 
exams were held twice 
a year (Spring and 
Autumn) for certain 
years including 1918, 
1921 and 1923.

September 2, 1918.
The Singapore Free 

Press and Mercantile 
Advertiser (1884-

1942), p.8. Soo Kim 
Lan passed the Medical 
School Exam (Autumn).

October 26, 1918. 
The Straits Times, p.12.
Soo Kim Lan served at
the Middle Road
Methodist Church.
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Dr Soo Kim Lan’s devotion to spend her life in service 
of the welfare of her community from the onset of her 
early twenties, is evinced from the preceding articles. 
These news articles further reveal a profound testimony: 
as individuals, we are each capable of rising above 
personal troubles to help lighten the burden of others, 
regardless of our circumstances. All through the loss of 
her parents, uncertainties of the first world war, untold 
trials and trauma heightened by the deaths of her elder 
sister and maternal grandmother, she revealed a lesson 
in times of suffering: One may choose to grow bitter, or 
better and stronger with courage and compassion.

To this day, Dr Soo Kim Lan’s passage across the 
1910s, persist in bringing to the fore, the message that 
anyone can triumph over personal challenges, apparent 
failures and discouragement, through personal choice 
and courage.

April 1, 1919.
The Straits Times, p.7.

Soo Kim Lan completed
the King Edward VII

Medical College exam 
(Spring).
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We can always choose to see that challenges are not 
meant to destroy or deprive us in any way, but to spur 
and strengthen us to achieve ever greater feats for the 
greater good of everyone in our lives.

The 1910s at a glance
1912 ---- Attended teacher’s training college after high school

1915 ---- First year as a teacher during World War I

1916 ---- Actively involved in Charity and Church services

1917 ---- a. Passed medical college entrance exam
               b. Awarded scholarship
               c. Embarked on life as a medical college student

1919 ---- Second elder sister, Soo Choon Lan passed away



12 Malaya’s Grand Lady of Medicine

The setting
Soo Kim Lan was in the prime of her youth at the start 
of the 1920s. She had completed two years of medical 
college and was fully fledged to conclude her third 
year at The King Edward VII Medical College with 
unmitigated success. The new decade was vibrant with 
reform and restoration. People were celebrating the end 
of World War I. The 1920s opened with the Summer 
Olympics with an emphasis on reconciliation. Women 
won the right to vote in the U.S. and the world’s first 
commercial radio broadcast aired to give news and 
entertainment to the masses. The decade’s roll of historic 
events includes the declaration of the Irish Free State in 
1921, when China’s Communist Party was established, 
the first Malaysia Cup was held, and Soo Kim Lan was 
discovered by famous American journalist, broadcaster 
and film producer, Lowell Thomas.

Insulin was discovered. The Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR) established, and Mahatma Gandhi 
was imprisoned for peaceful resistance in 1922. Hitler 

Chapter 2
The 1920s (1920-1929)
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was jailed, talking movies invented, Time magazine 
founded, Prince Albert (later King George VI) and 
Lady Elizabeth Rowes-Lyon got married, and Soo Kim 
Lan graduated on August 27, 1923 as the first woman 
to break the male monopoly of medics in Malaya. 

The first Winter Olympics was held in France. India 
conferred citizenship on Americans born to Indian 
citizens in the United States, the first flight around the 
world took place, and The Malaya Command (Garrison 
to defend British Malaya in Kuala Lumpur, Penang, 
Taiping, Seremban and Singapore) was formed in 1924.
The first television transmitter was invented, and The 
Great Gatsby and Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf were 
published in 1925. Harry Houdini died, Agatha Christie 
went missing, Winnie the Pooh published, and the first 
liquid fuel rocket was fired in 1926. Lindbergh became 
the first man to take a solo transatlantic flight, The 
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) was founded, 
and Soo Kim Lan moved to Kuala Lumpur as Malaya’s 
first woman doctor in 1927.

Chiang Kai-Shek became China’s leader, the first 
Oxford English Dictionary published, Penicillin 
discovered, Bubble gum and Mickey Mouse introduced, 
the first Australian Grand Prix held, and Amelia Earhart 
became the first woman (Passenger) to fly across the 
Atlantic Ocean. Vatican City became an independent 
state and the first Academy Awards were held in 1929. 
After years of indulgence and excess in all areas from 
entertainment, fashion, cars and art to innovations in 
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entertainment, fashion, cars and art to innovations in 
electrical goods, the stock market crashed on October 
24, 1929 and triggered what is today known as the 
Great Depression.

The unassuming exemplar
Young, vibrant and full of life, Kim Lan greeted the 
1920s and its epic developments as a studious college 
student who busied herself in her studies, charity works 
and church services. Even while she kept her nose to 
the grindstone, authorities in the field were already 
recognising her potential as a heartening leader. Upon 
her graduation from medical college, the news media 
started taking serious notice of her rise within her 
chosen field of occupation.

Hereinafter are four photographs of Soo Kim Lan as a 
young medical college student circa 1920 to 1923.

Circa 1920.
Kim Lan in between

classes during
her early days at the

King Edward VII Medical
College in Singapore.
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Circa 1921.
A photo of Kim Lan
by renowned journalist
Lowell Thomas as 
recorded in his entry (6) 
on Malaya titled, 
Soo Kim Lan, M.D. 
holding red flower.

Re: Lowell Thomas 
Papers
(1892-1981), Malaya.

1921.
A photo of Kim Lan
by Lowell Thomas as
recorded in his entry (7)
on Malaya titled,
Soo Kim Lan, M.D.
holding notebook.
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The spur to be of service
Soo Kim Lan passed her mid-year exams on April 4, 
1923 with distinctions in Medicine and Midwifery (The 
Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser (1884-
1942), 5 April 1923, p.12). Later the same year, she 
passed her final exam on 27 August 1923 to graduate 
from The King Edward VII College of Medicine. 
She commenced her medical career soon after, at the 
Singapore General Hospital where she worked and 
trained under Dr J.S. English, in Gynaecology and 
Midwifery. About a year into her career, Dr Soo Kim 
Lan was requested to assist Singapore’s Orchard Road 
Police Department through supplying medical evidence 
for a case connected with a fatal shootout. Her credibility 

Circa 1922-1923.
Soo Kim Lan (left)

with close friend
and college mate,

Hannah Tan.

The two were of
three women in a

class of forty
students. The third

was Ms G. McIntyre
(The Straits Times,

1 April 1918, p.11).
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as a medical doctor grew rapidly from thereon. She 
became known as the go-to medical expert for court 
case inquiries requiring medical evidence. All through 
her career at the Singapore General Hospital, Dr Soo 
Kim Lan served charitable causes and gave sermons. 
Adding to her busy schedules, she actively served her 
alma mater. In appreciation of her unsparing efforts, 
she became the first woman medic to be honoured 
by members of the Medical Union in Singapore 
(The Straits Times, 5 September 1923, p.11). As she 
received greater media acclaim, her honest, forthright 
opinions began to reflect her central priorities, firmly 
laid in public healthcare and social wellbeing.

The succeeding news clippings are presented in 
chronological order to review and explore greater 
insights into Kim Lan’s journey in the 1920s from a 
young college woman and missionary to a reputable 
expert in the medical field and the first Malayan 
Chinese woman doctor who faced all conventions in 
her stride and refined them in the interest of the public 
healthcare and wellbeing.
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June 19, 1920.
The Straits Times, p.11.
Soo Kim Lan served the 

Epworth League Service at 
the Middle Road

Methodist Church. 

August 31, 1920.
The Straits Times, p.9.

Soo Kim Lan passed the
Medical College Exams.
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Circa 1921.
Records of entries
in Lowell Thomas’
Papers.

April 4, 1921. The
Singapore Free

Press and Mercantile 
Advertiser(1884-1942),

p.6. Soo Kim Lan
passed her Spring 

exams.

July 6, 1921.
The Singapore Free 
Press and Mercantile 
Advertiser (1884-
1942), p.7. 
Soo Kim Lan awarded 
prize during her 
third year at Medical 
College.
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April 3, 1922.
The Straits Times, p.9.

Soo Kim Lan and peers
at The Chinese Medical
Students’ Union hosted

 a dinner in honour of
 specialist Dr Wu Lien Teh, 

whose services were
 described as “worthy of

 record not only in the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica

 but also in the glorious
 pages of the history of the

 human race.”

September 16, 1922. 
The Singapore Free Press
and Mercantile Advertiser 

(1884-1942), p.4.
Soo Kim Lan served at

 Straits Chinese Methodist 
Church.
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April 5, 1923. The Straits Times, p.10. 
Soo Kim Lan passed the Medical College 

Exams in Medicine and Midwifery.

August 28, 1923. The Singapore Free Press and 
Mercantile Advertiser (1884-1942), p.7. Soo 
Kim Lan passed the final examination at the 

King Edward VII Medical College to graduate.
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September 5, 1923.
The Straits Times, p.11.

Soo Kim Lan headed
list of successful candidates 

to be honoured by the 
Medical Union.

January 26, 1924.
The Straits Times, p.12.

Dr Soo Kim Lan served at
Straits Chinese Methodist

Church.

Note: Full article revealed
services provided in the

National language.
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May 24, 1924.
The Straits Times, 
p.10.
Dr Soo Kim Lan 
provided medical 
evidence to
Orchard Road 
Police for inquiry 
proceedings at the
General Hospital.

July 12, 1924.
The Straits Times, 
p.12.
Dr Soo Kim Lan 
served at the Straits 
Chinese
Methodist Church.
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September 13, 1924. Singapore Free Press and Mercantile 
Advertiser (1884-1942), p.7. Dr Soo Kim Lan served at Tamil 

Methodist Church, Short Street.

July 21, 1924.
The Straits Times, p.9.
Dr Soo Kim Lan gave medical
evidence to aid inquiry.
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September 9, 1925.
The Singapore Free
Press and Mercantile
Advertiser (1884-1942),
 p.16. Dr Soo Kim Lan 
on staying true to one’s
self and overcoming
unhealthy peer pressure.

June 29, 1925. 
The Straits Times, p.8.
Dr Soo Kim Lan
elected Office Bearer
of King Edward VII
College of Medicine.

September 5 (6), 1925.
The Straits Times, p.12.
Dr Soo Kim Lan served

at the Middle Road
Methodist Church.
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July 5, 1926. 
The Singapore Free Press 
and Mercantile Advertiser 

(1884-1942), p.8.
Dr Soo Kim Lan 

elected Office Bearer of
 King Edward VII College 

of Medicine at the 
9th annual meeting of the 
Medical Students’ Union.

August 14, 1926.
The Singapore Free Press and 
Mercantile Advertiser
(1884-1942), p.12.
Dr Soo Kim Lan on prevailing 
over the causes of poverty for
the Epworth League Service 
at Wesley Church.

December 7, 1926. 
The Straits Times, p.8. 

Dr Soo Kim Lan attended 
farewell party hosted by the 
Chinese Medical Students’ 
Union prior to leaving the 
colony for Kuala Lumpur.
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January 11, 1927.
The Singapore Free Press
and Mercantile Advertiser
(1884-1942), p.8.
Dr Soo Kim Lan arrived
in Kuala Lumpur as first
qualified Chinese
lady doctor.

While some might argue that she fought or defied 
conventions from the start of her career, the preceding 
collated manuscripts of her journey over the 1920s 
show that Kim Lan demonstrated great respect for the 
conventions of her time. She worked hard to refine 
them to the extent that proper precedence was given 
to public healthcare and social welfare, both themes of 
which, she devoted her lifetime to serve, not only as a 
doctor and an unfailing philanthropist, but also through 
her contributions to the missionary society. Given that 
the 1920s was a decade when very few women pursued 
their chosen field of profession, Kim Lan showed by 
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example, as a young Asian woman, that each individual 
possesses the oft neglected choice to step out of one’s 
personal boundaries and beyond expected social roles 
to realise one’s own, unique dreams.

One of the most profound perspectives she held 
tenaciously as a young woman in her twenties was 
that we can all choose to view our mistakes as gifts, 
and be grateful for them as lessons that we can use as 
opportunities for wisdom and growth. 

The 1920s at a glance

1921 --------- a. Discovered by journalist Lowell Thomas
 b. Excelled in medical college exams
 c. Awarded silver medal for academic achievements

1922 --------- Hosted dinner for world-renowned plague specialist 
  Dr Wu Lien Teh under Medical Students’ Union

1923 --------- a. Passed final exams for Medicine and Midwifery
  b. Passed final examination to successfully graduate
   c. Honoured by Medical Union

1924 --------- a. Joined Singapore’s General Hospital as a
                 gynaecologist and midwife under Dr J.S. English
  b. Provided medical evidence in aid of court inquiry

1925-26 ------Elected Office Bearer of King Edward VII

  College of Medicine

1926 --------- Honoured by Chinese Medical Students’ Union

1927 --------- Arrived in Kuala Lumpur as first qualified Malayan 
  Chinese lady doctor
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Chapter 9
The family’s tribute

Memoirs of an unconventional matriarch
This chapter comprises an anthology of unrevealed 
stories and vignettes about the only woman we 
know as Malaya’s Grand Lady of Medicine. It is 
dedicated towards drawing inspiration from a deeper  
understanding about Dr Soo Kim Lan’s life and times. 
Each private memoir rekindles forgotten impressions for 
those who shared similar memories, and invites others 
to bask in a treasury of historical highlights, bequethed 
to us by the respective individuals’ reminiscences.

We all have a childhood dream, a special niche we 
envisioned for ourselves as children, a unique place 
that only we can fill, something we were, or may still 
be inspired to do, which no one else can do. For Kim 
Lan, this was to become a physician, and the best that 
she could be. She pursued every opportunity to fulfil 
what she believed was her true calling in life. Despite 
countless obstacles that came with times when young 
women did not leave home without a chaperon, let 
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alone participate in public life, she forged ahead to 
embrace her childhood dream. Once realised, she 
steadily demonstrated genuine humility that expressed 
honour and privilege for her chosen vocation in life. 
She never once, took the realization of her childhood 
dream for granted, but from the moment she entered 
into practice, she entrusted her life to adhering to the 
physician’s pledge.

Today, it is in this pledge that we found her exuberant 
devotion towards public health and wellbeing, which 
continues to shine, for the greater good of humanity.

Physician’s Pledge.
(Adapted from the Declaration of Geneva, 1948).

I make these promises solemnly, freely and 
upon my honour:
• I pledge to consecrate my life in service                                        

of humanity;
• I give my teachers, respect and gratitude,       

which is their due;
• I will practice my profession with conscience   

and dignity, and give utmost priority to my 
patients’ health;

• I will do my best to honour the noble traditions of 
the medical profession and treat my peers, as my 
brothers and sisters;

• I will not allow prejudice, including 
considerations of religion, nationality, race, party 
politics, and social standing, to intervene between 
my duty and my patient;
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• I will maintain utmost respect for human life, and 
will not use my medical knowledge contrary to the 
laws of humanity, even under threat.

While every effort was made to retain the distinct voice 
of the ensuing narratives, unclear expressions were 
re-scripted for coherence and clarity. These personal 
accounts represent two generations’ worth of insights 
on Dr Soo Kim Lan’s notable, yet largely overlooked 
private life. She accomplished so much in her lifetime 
that it is intriguing to find little or no prior study on 
the life and times of a local legend who lived through 
World War I (1914-1918) and World War II (1939-
1945). This observation adds to the value of this work, 
to help fill a gap in knowledge, and strengthen it with 
true accounts of those who were closest to her. As you 
explore each narrative, it is hoped that you meld them 
with the chronicles of central media events put forward 
in the preceding chapters.


