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The publication of a revised edition of Teo Soh Lung’s memoir is 
timely and important. Many books have been written by former 
prisoners of conscience and victims of ill treatment at the hands 

of public offi cials across the world. What makes this book unique is 
its honesty and its generosity towards the offi cers of the Republic of 
Singapore who played cat and mouse with this brave and defenceless 
young woman during her years in solitary confi nement. 

I had the privilege of acting for Soh Lung when her local lawyers 
had been arrested to prevent their acting on her behalf. By the time I 
came to Singapore, she had been interrogated on public television by 
the Prime Minister of the Republic after she had criticised measures 
that interfered with press freedom and the independence of the legal 
profession. She had been taken into custody as part of a mass arrest, 
without being charged with or tried for any criminal wrongdoing. 
What she had said and done was while working for the Law Society in 
reviewing legislation.

By the time I arrived, she had been subjected to ill-treatment for 
many hours, and kept solitary; but her spirit was unbroken and her 
integrity a source of inspiration, as was the support of her wonderful 
family.

We tried in vain to seek a remedy from the courts, with the 
expectation that we would have to appeal to the Judicial Committee 
of the Privy Council complaining of violations of her constitutional 
rights and freedoms. We did win at one stage on a technicality, but as 
she was taken from the detention centre she was re-arrested, and the 
right of appeal to the Privy Council was abolished, together with her 
constitutional rights.

I was back in London by this time, and when I learnt what had 
happened, I criticised the Singapore Government in a lecture at the School 

FOREWORD TO REVISED EDITION
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Teo Soh Lung was a young, idealistic and energetic lawyer when 
she was arrested in the early hours of 21 May 1987 by the Internal 
Security Department (ISD) on allegations that she was involved 

in a Marxist conspiracy to subvert the existing social and political 
system in Singapore. The Internal Security Act under which she was 
arrested allowed for detention without trial—and she was thus detained 
until 26 September of that year. After her release along with some other 
detainees, she issued a press statement in April 1988 rebutting scurrilous 
allegations against them of conspiracy and subversion. For these pains, 
she was arrested again. From that second detention, also without trial, 
she was not released until June 1990.

Soh Lung did not set out to change the world, or even Singapore. 
Although she was passionately concerned about human rights and justice 
for the poor and marginalized, her aims were modest. Her principal crime 
in the eyes of Lee Kuan Yew’s government was her attempt to establish 
a criminal legal aid scheme, the government having failed to set one 
up. Legal aid was to be provided and administered by the Singapore 
Law Society, a body not known for any radical leanings. Committed 
also to democracy, she was able to persuade the Law Society to set up a 
committee to review proposed legislation, which was indeed part of its 
mandate under the law, and which would have served a valuable purpose 
as Singapore was essentially a one-party state. These modest steps were 
perceived by Lee Kuan Yew as fundamental challenges to his regime, 
to the government’s claim to and practice of a monopoly of “politics”. 
Perhaps what irked him most, later, was that she had dared to challenge 
the government in court—a truly audacious act, even if a bit Quixotic. 
The treatment meted out to Soh Lung and her fellow “conspirators”, in 
and out of prison, was indicative of the meanness of the prime minister 
and the insecurity of the regime. 

FOREWORDof Oriental and African Studies and was informed by the Controller of 
Immigration that my permission to appear in the Singapore courts would 
be withdrawn after one more visit. I returned knowing I would soon be 
banned, and found Soh Lung in a state of great distress not at her own 
plight but at the fact that her QC had suffered as a result of acting 
for her. Nothing I said reassured her. I argued a further legal challenge 
which was again unsuccessful, and by the time I reached London, I had 
been vilifi ed by the Government in the Singapore media. The British 
Foreign Secretary, Sir Geoffrey Howe, made a formal diplomatic protest 
to his old Cambridge college friend, Lee Kuan Yew, and Lord Alexander 
of Weedon QC took my place and argued a yet further appeal without 
success.

Soh Lung was kept in solitary confi nement for many more months, 
her spirit undermined by the way in which I had been treated, despite all 
my attempts to convince her that it was a badge of honour to have been 
banned for performing my professional duty on her behalf.

As I read her memoir again, I am again impressed by her 
extraordinary generosity towards her tormentors. But for her arbitrary 
arrest and detention without trial, and the absence of an effective legal 
remedy, she would have become a leading public law practitioner. She 
deserves to be honoured for her commitment to free expression and the 
rule of law. This book is a fi tting testimonial and I pay tribute to her and 
others like her who in Singapore and across the world remind us that the 
rights and freedoms which we cherish have to be defended against the 
misuse of power and oppression.

Anthony Lester
Lord Lester of Herne Hill QC
Temple, London
31 January 2011
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all too keen to make its deals with the government; in the absence of the 
rule of law, safety lay in placating the regime.   

It is a story, as well, of the pettiness of the regime. Soh Lung was 
gratuitously insulted by Lee, in a parliamentary hearing, which was 
broadcast on television—he with his impunity, she in the dock. Taking the 
cue from him, his offi cials and judges heaped insults and humiliations 
on her. The court refused her permission to attend hearings in her own 
case, a fundamental breach of due process, on ground of security! The 
state mounted a ridiculous display of force outside the court, with a 
bevy of armed men, as if her lawyers, among them a distinguished QC 
from London, posed a threat to Singapore’s security. A former partner 
in her law fi rm, then resident in New Zealand, was so threatened that 
she could not come for her father’s funeral. And when Soh Lung herself 
was released and wanted to travel to Australia, the internal security 
department refused her permission. In detention, she was denied 
clippings from foreign press, and allowed to read the local paper only 
a few days after publication, and even then with the excision of some 
stories! The government was determined to force her to close her law 
fi rm, a small offi ce which facilitated the access of the poor to the law, 
and it is signifi cant that she was released only after she had to close the 
fi rm due to her prolonged detention. And then she was harassed by the 
attorney general for legal costs in cases she had lost. On a different scale, 
the security people made much of the fact that the size of her radio (she 
was fond of listening to the BBC) exceeded the regulatory stipulation. 
The motto of the ISD was, “Everything a detainee is allowed is termed 
a ‘privilege,’ not a ‘right’ and can be withdrawn at any time”. When her 
aged and ailing mother would visit her, the authorities would not let 
the car she travelled in be parked near the entrance to avoid a steep 
walk to the detention centre. She brings out, not without sympathy, the 
pathetic and farcical role of the ISD offi cials: their ineffective attempts 
at deception; the good cop and the bad cop act; their obsession with 
regulations; timid bureaucrats worried about their political superiors, 
with a shrewd sense of the consequences of an unwise move. 

It is therefore also a book about the “powerlessness of a prisoner” 
and the “psychology of a detainee”. There are several refl ections on 
the loss of freedom and liberty, invasions of privacy, the arbitrary and 
unpredictable behaviour of her detainers. She often worried whether 
she had the strength to withstand the assaults on her integrity or the 
hardship of detention. She had doubts about the value of her action that 
had landed her in detention. She asked herself: What have I achieved? 
When she was released after her second internment, she seemed to have 
lost confi dence in her struggle for justice. In the last few months of 

This book is one of very few on the nature of Lee Kuan Yew’s 
government. Detentions, torture and libel actions saw to that. The book 
can be read at different levels: even as a thriller, as we wait to fi nd out 
if the Court of Appeal would deliver its decision on her habeas corpus 
case before the government releases her as the period of her detention 
runs out. Nothing happened accidentally in Lee Kuan Yew’s regime; all 
was done for a purpose. Release by the government would come with 
restrictions on what she could do, while release by the court would 
not. On the other hand, release by the government might be easier to 
negotiate (as she was led to believe). But there was no reason to assume 
that the government would respect the verdict of the court and that it 
would not hesitate to re-arrest her (as she had discovered on an earlier 
occasion). In fact she would well have been re-arrested, if only to remind 
the judges who the boss is. 

At another level it is a book about the cruel and Kafkaesque world 
of Lee and his security staff with their devious and bureaucratic ways, 
prisons and detention centres, arbitrariness, and worse, torture, all 
fl ourishing under the judges and legislators who turned a blind eye to 
the violations of fundamental rights of citizens, and far from holding the 
government to accountability, took an enthusiastic part in chastising the 
victims. Goal posts were moved when it suited the government—as when 
the government banned Soh Lung’s distinguished English barrister, Lord 
Anthony Lester, from appearing in Singapore’s courts on the spurious 
charge that he had intervened in the internal affairs of Singapore—in 
the course of a seminar at London University! And when it appeared 
that the Privy Council, with its jurisprudence on due process, was likely 
to fi nd her detention by the government an abuse of power, appeals to 
the Privy Council on public law (including human rights) were abolished 
(retaining, cynically, in commercial law appeals to assure investors)! 
Legislation overruled court decisions; at least one law was directed at an 
individual, a modern form of the bill of attainder. 

The book is a wonderfully sardonic account of a regime which has 
lost all sense of decency as well as moral authority and yet has a grip 
on the lives and thoughts of its subjects. In the systematic destruction 
of the rule of law, opportunism and intimidation are its chief weapons. 
No judge and only a few lawyers, come out with any credit, having 
abandoned any pretence of fairness; time servers all, all too ready to 
drop any scruples that might linger in their consciences. Ministers who 
may have written articles on due process and the protection of law 
conveniently forgot fundamental legal principles. Nor did Lee suffer 
any opprobrium regionally or internationally for his disregard of human 
rights and the basic dignity of his citizens. The business community was 



14 TEO SOH LUNG BEYOND THE BLUE GATE 15

For the most part, Teo Soh Lung preserved her cheerfulness and 
tenacity because of what she is: a warm, caring person, with enormous 
energy and persistence—and highly principled. She was deeply 
concerned about the welfare of her employees when she was forced to 
close her fi rm; her fi rm has been run in a collegiate form; and offered 
hospitality and conviviality to staff and visitors. The diffi culties she felt 
she had brought to her family and friends troubled her throughout. Her 
disillusion with the people must have caused her deep anguish because 
of her belief in the people and in their right to participate in affairs of the 
state. She survived because of her capacity to fi nd joy in small things. 
Some of the most moving and entertaining parts of the book tell of 
her encounters and empathy with lizards and ants, and the “friendship” 
she struck with them. Her capacity for refl ection and insights into her 
own character helped as well, even if they induced doubts. She never 
lost her sense of humour, self-deprecating sometimes. And she had the 
intellect and resourcefulness of a lawyer, to see things in perspective, 
and to bring a degree of professionalism to the management of her own 
predicament—and the business of litigation and research. These qualities 
are refl ected in her writing as well. Her truthfulness and frankness, 
her vision and doubts, moral strength and physical courage, and sense 
of humour establish an intimacy with the reader, moving effortlessly 
between minutiae and the big picture, conveyed through short crisp 
sentences. 

Yash Ghai
Emeritus Professor
University of Hong Kong
19 May 2010

detention she felt lost, and abandoned. At the same time as she refl ected 
on nature and purpose of the state, the corruption of the political system, 
diffi culties of fi ghting a regime that disregards its own law and has come 
to enjoy considerable impunity, she worried that the people did not care 
about her and her friends, languishing in detention; perhaps did not even 
know whether she was in detention or free. They had not been moved 
by her mission to question the values and methods of the government. 
Perhaps they were scared or perhaps they did not really care about 
rights and freedom. Perhaps the concerns of everyday existence, eking 
out a livelihood, was all consuming. She realised that the government 
relied on people’s fear and concern with their economic fate; she says 
that “the strength of dictators lies in the fear generated in the people 
over the years”. This was coupled with the ability of Lee Kuan Yew and 
his regime to disregard public or international criticism (especially in 
the days of the Cold War, when the West conveniently ignored, or even 
connived at, repression by the state; it is not insignifi cant that Lee’s 
charges against Soh Lung and her friends were couched in terms of a 
“Marxist conspiracy”). Perhaps, by this point, the reader might think 
that she had been defeated by Lee Kuan Yew.

But Soh Lung was not a “powerless” prisoner. For one, she had the 
truth on her side—or rather she was always truthful (even when under 
great pressure). She had a deep well of inner strength that no detainer 
or their big boss could extinguish. Her very doubts were a testimony to 
her strength, and her courage to face the truth. In the contest between 
a physically frail but brave and moral woman, indomitable of spirit, 
and an unprincipled and ruthless government, the protagonists applied 
different norms and ethical standards. Her spirit was not defeated by the 
humiliations and torture by hirelings of the state. The government tried 
to create dramas out of most innocuous acts with visions of disorder, 
revolution, exaggerating absurdly the power of the “dissidents”. It did 
not engage with the discourse of the “dissidents”: the purpose and 
responsibility of government, the value of democracy and justice, and 
the imperative of human rights. The public were treated to the absurdity 
of this powerful, autocratic regime “shaking” before the moral authority 
of a small group of social activists. Not a shred of evidence was ever 
produced of the “conspiracy”, but it did not matter. In the Singapore 
of the time the mere allegation by Lee and his colleagues justifi ed 
punishment. The suffering of innocent people seemed to outrage few; 
at least little outrage was expressed. The government convinced few 
people of the security risk posed by the “dissidents”. Instead the incident 
exposed the moral bankruptcy of the regime. But it also exposed the 
timid, subservient subjects to which the regime had reduced its citizens. 
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I kept the manuscript after completion and for many years, did not 
look at it. In 1999, I took it out but put it away because I could not bear 
to read it.  It was only a year after my retirement in 2007 that I read the 
manuscript again. A few friends who read it thought it would be good 
to publish it. They felt that today’s more tolerant political climate would 
welcome such a publication. Furthermore, the young people are curious 
about Singapore’s past and they too would like to know about what 
happened in 1987 and 1988 which saw the arrest and imprisonment 
without trial of 24 people under the Internal Security Act and the exile 
of many more.

For these reasons and also for the fact that I owe it to my family, 
friends and lawyers who worked so hard for my release, I publish my 
account of those years now. I re-typed the manuscript because the disk 
could no longer be read. It took me another year to put together the 
manuscript in its present form. Besides correcting and clarifying some 
facts, breaking up lengthy chapters and adding headings to facilitate 
reading, Part Two is largely a reproduction of what was written back in 
1991.

Teo Soh Lung
21 May 2010

I was arrested by the Internal Security Department on 21 May 1987 in 
an operation codenamed “Operation Spectrum.” Accused of acting 
“in a manner prejudicial to the security of Singapore by being 

involved in a Marxist conspiracy to subvert the existing social and 
political system in Singapore, using communist united front tactics, with 
a view to establishing a Marxist state,” I was imprisoned without trial 
at Whitley Road Centre and released with restrictions on 26 September 
1987. Soon after my release, I recorded my experience in the form of 
a diary and these notes are reproduced in Part One of this book. For 
clarity, I have elaborated on some entries.

Originally titled “Might is right”, Part Two of this book was 
completed in June 1991, a year after my release from a second detention 
for the issue of a joint statement with eight fellow detainees on 
18 April 1988. The joint statement refuted the government’s repeated 
allegations that all detainees were involved in nefarious activities and 
were well treated as no one had lodged any complaint of ill treatment. 
It was written partly on the encouragement of my friends and partly by 
accident. Immediately after my release on 1 June 1990, I had applied to 
the Internal Security Department for permission to leave Singapore for 
a holiday in Australia. My application was rejected despite compliance 
with all requirements of the department, such as production of evidence 
of my booking of air ticket and a visa. 

Unable to leave Singapore, the gift of S$4,000 from my sister, 
Siew Lun was put to good use. With the help of friends, I purchased 
a computer and learnt to use it. Going through the court documents, 
lawyers’ attendance notes, letters, notes kept by my siblings, news-
cuttings, magazines, parliamentary debates, reports and articles, I wrote 
about my second detention.

PREFACE



PART ONE

21 MAY 1987 TO 
26 SEPTEMBER 1987

FREEDOM IN CAPTIVITY

You are there
somewhere across this busy highway

past the old Chinese cemetery
in one of the cells

among tree-shaded buildings
hidden from public view

very much in the public eye.
The stars overhead

give you light
Not a sound is heard

except from the crickets.
Freedom utters not a word.

Silence in captivity.

Aileen Lau Guek Lin
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and I knew I had no choice but to get downstairs. Looking out of the 
window of my room, I saw the garden awash with light. There was a 
car outside the gate with headlights on and many people were milling 
around. The thought that they were robbers disappeared. They could not 
be robbers. Who were they and what do they want?

At the stairway, I saw three or four people in jeans and jackets 
through the louvre window. I walked to the window and asked what they 
wanted. They fl ashed their cards and said they were from the immigration 
department looking for illegal immigrants. I felt relieved as I was sure 
there were no illegal immigrants in the house. One of them identifi ed 
himself as Inspector W. I told him there were no illegal immigrants in the 
house. But he said that they had to search. I then told him I would check 
with the police if they had the authority to search. I dialed 999 and the 
receptionist who answered told me that she did not know of any search or 
Inspector W and said she would send a patrol car over.

Comforted that a police car was on the way, I told them that they 
had no authority to search and that I would wait for the police. I was 
about to walk upstairs when they insisted that I stayed downstairs. I told 
them that I was going to get dressed. I was then in my sarong and tee 
shirt. 

My mood was that of a person who was irritated at having been 
awakened after less than three hours of sleep. Not for a moment did it 
occur to me that I was about to be arrested under the Internal Security 
Act (ISA),1 the draconian law that allows indefi nite detention without 
trial. Friends had sometimes cautioned me to “be careful”. My response 
to them had always been that everything I did was in the open and that I 
had done nothing wrong. 

Having put on an additional tee-shirt, I went downstairs again. 
I picked up a magazine to read. But I could not concentrate. Thoughts 
crossed my mind as to what search warrants were all about — the Criminal 
Procedure Code, the magistrate’s signature, the grounds for issue of such 
warrants. I knew that all the procedures were meaningless when it came 
to enforcement of orders — they were not going to be polite and civil. 
The loud walkie-talkie irritated me and angrily I told them to turn it off. 
They retorted that the walkie-talkie had to be on because I had refused to 

1 The forerunners of the ISA were the Emergency Regulations, enacted by the British 
Colonial Offi ce on 21 July 1948 to make regulations on occasions of emergency or 
public danger and the Preservation of Public Security Ordinance, 1955. When Singapore 
became part of Malaysia in 1963, the Internal Security Act of the Federation of Malaya, 
1960 became applicable to Singapore. The Act with modifi cations continues to be 
applicable in Singapore after separation in 1965.

1

ARREST AT DAWN

21 May 1987

Wednesday, 20 May 1987, ended like any other working day. 
Having fi nished the day’s work at my law fi rm, Teo Lai & Lee, 
I had looked forward to an evening of relaxation. I headed off 

to Bayshore Park Condominium for a swim with friends. After that, we 
had dinner and watched the Miss Universe contest on television. That was 
the fi rst time the contest was held in Singapore and it was well covered 
in the press. 

I think it was late in the night that the contest started. My friends 
and I watched the show and chatted. It wasn’t particularly interesting 
for me and I remember falling into a light sleep before the contest was 
over. Waking up, I realised it was already two in the morning of 21 May. 
I had to work and so I bade goodbye to my friends and made my way 
home. At that time I was living alone in a friend’s double-storey semi-
detached house in Jalan Limau Purut. He was working abroad and I was 
his caretaker.

Driving along the road that led to the house, I noticed an old motor 
bike spluttering ahead of me. It was unusual to see a motorcyclist in the 
quiet middle class estate so early in the morning. The cyclist rode past the 
house and just as he reached the top of the slope, I saw him turn his head, 
as if checking if I was behind him. I felt a little uneasy but was too tired 
to think much about it.

Entering the house, I took a shower and promptly fell asleep. 
However, I was soon awakened by loud noises. The sky was dark. I 
wondered where the noise was coming from. It was not long before I 
realised to my horror, that the noise was actually the sound of the glass 
door on the ground fl oor being hit. 

They must be robbers, I thought. I was scared. The banging continued 
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that they needed to search my offi ce. I told them that I did not have the 
keys to my offi ce. So they drove me back to the house to get my keys 
and then to my offi ce at Lorong 24A Geylang, Singapore, a two-storey 
terrace house.

At my offi ce, they searched my room and took confi dential fi les 
relating to the Singapore Law Society of which I was a council member. 
They also took my offi ce diaries. Then they asked for the fi le of my 
client, Tan Wah Piow. Again, no acknowledgement was given for the 
fi les they seized.

While they searched my room, I tried to do some work. I was able 
to write instructions on some fi les and sign some cash cheques.

Good old Ean Lee, my clerk, came down from the attic. A free-
spirited, bespectacled young man with a crop of curly hair, Ean doubled 
up as the offi ce caretaker in exchange for free accommodation in the 
attic. He was asked to give his particulars. I rather liked the way he 
acted. He was pretty cool and had a toothpick in his mouth!

When the offi cers fi nished their search, I was led away. As we were 
about to leave the offi ce, Ean asked how long I would be away. I said 
I didn’t know, perhaps a few years. I told him to get in touch with the 
President of the Law Society, call my brother, Eng Seng and contact 
Francis Seow, a senior lawyer. That was all I could say before I was 
driven away, wearing the spectacles with sponge linings.

Thoughts raced through my mind as to what would happen next. 
The memory of G Raman’s arrest under the ISA in 1977, fl ashed through 
my mind. G Raman was my employer when I fi rst started work as a 
legal assistant at the fi rm of Yeow & Raman at North Canal Road, 
Singapore. Raman was a court interpreter who through hard work and 
determination became one of the best lawyers with a social conscience. 
He was detained without trial for over a year. I saw him at the offi ce 
when he was brought there by ISD offi cers on the morning of his arrest. 
The following day, The Straits Times published a statement setting out 
his alleged links with communists and euro-communists and their plans 
to expel the People’s Action Party (PAP) from Socialist International and 
overthrow the governments of Singapore and Malaysia.

I thought of my other friends who might have been arrested. Tan 
Tee Seng, Low Yit Leng and Kenneth Tsang crossed my mind. Together 
with me, they had actively helped an opposition party, the Workers’ 
Party, in the 1984 general election campaign. I wondered about the 
reasons for my arrest. I concluded that the only reason was the fact that 
I had helped the Workers’ Party. 

I was convinced that a terribly scary tale would soon be spun by the 
government and those arrested would all be nicely “framed”. I was sad 

let them in! They threatened to break down the glass door if I did not 
let them in. I was horrifi ed at the thought that the glass door would be 
broken. The house belonged to my friend and I was just a caretaker. How 
was I to account to my friend if the door was broken? Moreover, they 
were making a commotion in the early hours of the morning.

Not wanting to disturb my neighbours and not afraid of a charge 
for harbouring illegal immigrants, I opened the door. Inspector W and 
his team quickly moved in. When they were all in the house, I was 
coolly told: “You are under arrest under the ISA.” I could not believe my 
ears and simply sat down to calm myself. They kept telling me that they 
had no time to waste. Angrily, I told them that all I wanted was time to 
collect myself after the lie they told me.

I led them up to my bedroom. They started their search. I sat on 
the bed and thought of what would happen next. After they had fi nished 
with my room, they searched another room. Then they insisted on 
searching the two rooms that were locked. I told them that I did not have 
the keys to the rooms and that it was too early to call my friend. One of 
the men immediately kicked down the door. It landed with a crash.

I had never seen so much violence in my life. There was no time to 
think of legalities. All that I asked of the Indian offi cer who kicked down 
the door was whether he would pay for its replacement. He said the 
carpenter would repair it in front of the owner. I gave him the address 
and telephone number of my friend. (After my release, I sent the repair 
bill to the Internal Security Department [ISD]. They paid.)

The ISD offi cers opened the neatly packed parcels in the room 
despite my protest that none of the contents belonged to me. They 
checked the cupboards of books and tore open a few plastic bags. I was 
annoyed but could do nothing.

Next, they kicked down the door of the other bedroom and did a 
cursory search. Having done that, we went downstairs and they grabbed 
some books from the shelves. They did not give me any acknowledgement 
of what they had taken from the house.

The men wanted me to leave the house in my sarong and tee shirt, 
but the lady offi cer agreed with me that I should change into something 
conventional. 

Leaving the house, I saw my neighbour who lived directly opposite, 
standing in front of his door. Seeing me, he quickly moved indoors and 
shut the door. If my other neighbours had heard the commotion, none 
appeared to investigate.

I was packed into the rear of a police car, sandwiched between two 
offi cers. They made me put on spectacles with sponge linings so that I 
could not see where we were heading. A short while later, they told me 
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21 May 1987 

Arriving at the prison at Onraet Road, off Whitley Road, known 
euphemistically as Whitley Road Centre, I was led to a room 
where I was asked about my personal particulars. I was 

photographed, fi nger-printed and palm-printed. I thus experienced what 
my clients who faced criminal charges went through. When I was being 
photographed, I reminded myself that I really must look good or The 
Straits Times would happily publish a grotesque portrait of me. I think I 
even attempted a smile.

Next, I was taken to a dirty wet toilet to change into prison clothes. 
The round-neck top looked like the mourning clothes worn by Chinese 
men. I was given a pair of oversized cotton draw-string trousers and 
told not to use my underwear. I was not allowed to shut the toilet door. I 
realised that depriving me of underwear and disallowing the shutting of 
toilet door were ways of humiliating me and decided not to be bothered 
by that. I knew that to be conscious of such humiliation was to lose 
my ability to withstand other treatment that was to come. I was then 
examined by a Sikh doctor, who I later discovered, was the doctor who 
attended to previous generations of ISA prisoners. 

I was led barefoot with the bottom of my trousers touching the 
fl oor through a passage painted dark blue or black with coloured 
light bulbs on each door. It reminded me of my childhood days when 
I was taken on an excursion to the old Labrador dungeons and told 
that prisoners were tortured by the Japanese during World War 2. I was 
frightened then and imagined dried blood stains on the walls. Although 
I did not have my spectacles, (they were taken away soon after I arrived 
at the centre), I could make out the ugly red, green and blue lighted 
bulbs. Those hideous lights were intended to terrify prisoners. My heart 

2

INTERROGATION

that I was not able to build up my law practice. I had recently resolved 
to specialise in labour law as well as administrative and constitutional 
law. The arrest was all so sudden.

As the car sped on, I kept reminding myself that I must remain 
calm and that I must not sign or write any statement that is untrue. I 
was determined not to fall into the “frame”. But in the end, I did.


