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The narratives in this collection might awaken some of us out of 
our economic-growth-induced complacency, who were unaware 
of the political climate in Singapore during the 1970s and 80s. 

For those of us who lived through the two decades, memories of friends 
and relatives who had their brush with the Internal Security Act (ISA) 
flood our minds. Did we, as responsible citizens, question the allegations 
made by the government against those detained? Did we do anything 
to help those arrested or those who fled? Was the state so powerful and 
the media so convincing that we succumbed to accepting the wholesale 
assault against defenceless individuals? Or did we feel so helpless that 
doing nothing was our best protection?

The relentless use of the ISA by the People’s Action Party (PAP) 
government since it came into power in 1959 is well known. Wave after 
wave of arrests and detentions without trial have deprived Singapore of 
talented and committed visionaries who could have contributed much 
towards the progress of our country if not for the ISA which cut short 
their productive lives. The notorious Operation Cold Store on 2 February 
1963 saw the arrest and imprisonment of more than 120 leaders of the 
Barisan Sosialis, trade unionists, and students. Throughout the 1960s, 
continuous mopping-up operations wiped out all forms of opposition 
as well as student activism in both the Chinese- and English-medium 
universities. 

The state-sponsored depoliticisation was as broad as it was deep so 
that by early 1970s, Singapore was nothing more than an administrative 
state and political activism was at its ebb. Ho Juan Thai noted: “…the 
Nanyang University Students’ Union was a shadow of its past student 
activism. Its involvement in championing Chinese education, anti-
colonial activism and intense debate on the political future of the new 
nation ended in the mid-1960s.” 

Despite the dearth of political activism and the surface calm that 
Singapore experienced in the 1970s, Francis Khoo observed of DPM Teo 
Chee Hean: 

“The deputy prime minister and home affairs minister 
revealed in mid-October 2011 that over 800 had been 
arrested in the 1970s alone with detention orders issued 
to 235. The total over the decades runs into thousands.”

Who were those arrested and why were they arrested? 
While Ho was attempting to resuscitate the Nanyang University 

Students’ Union, Tan Wah Piow, the president of the University of 
Singapore Students’ Union, was already in the thick of economic and 
social issues that plagued Singapore then and now. The grave hardship 
that befell workers all over the world because of the 1970s recession also 
hit Singapore with rising unemployment due to the closure or slowdown 
of factories in our industrial zone, Jurong. The entire leadership of the 
University of Singapore Students’ Union were involved in research and 
negotiations with companies and trade unions over the retrenchment of 
workers. A Research Retrenchment Centre was set up by the students’ 
union. The unjust manner in which workers were retrenched with little 
or no compensation and at very short notice irked the students. Putting 
their studies aside, they actively helped retrenched workers, encouraging 
them to seek assistance from their government-approved industrial 
union. Youthful idealism was, however, no match for the full weight 
of state machinery. In the end, Tan, the 23-year-old student leader, 
was arrested together with two workers and imprisoned on trumped-up 
charges of rioting within the industrial union premises. 

The trial of Tan and the two workers showed up the partiality of the 
judicial system and resulted in the decapitation of the students’ union. 
While Tan was sent to jail, student leaders who were non-Singaporeans 
were deported without so much as an opportunity to defend their case. 
It was the police raid on Bukit Timah campus that sent Tsui Hon Kwong, 
a Public Service Commission scholar from Hong Kong, scurrying into 
hiding. Though he escaped arrest, the Ministry of Home Affairs initially 

introduction

“Exile is not a choice
But a lawless oppression
The ferocious, unbridled rage
Of a deranged intelligence”

“Exile” by Tan Jing Quee*

* Tan Jing Quee, Teo Soh Lung and Koh Kay Yew eds. Our Thoughts Are Free: Poems 
and Prose On Imprisonment And Exile. Singapore: Ethos Books, 2009.
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told the world that he, together with five other non-Singaporean 
students, was deported, exposing the shocking disconnect between 
politicians and the secret police. 

The high-handedness of the university administration is told by Tan:

“The Vice-Chancellor at the time was Dr Toh Chin 
Chye, chairman of the ruling People’s Action Party 
(PAP). The emergence of radical student politics in the 
1973-74 period happened under his watch, and he was 
instrumental in cracking down on student activism, 
eventually succeeding in depoliticising the university.”

It was fear of arrest under the ISA that forced Tan to leave 
Singapore. 

The future of Nanyang University and the Chinese language 
were burning issues during the 60s and 70s. Opposition politicians and 
journalists, especially those who attempted to defend the use of the 
Chinese language and Nanyang University, came under severe attack. Ho 
Juan Thai, a candidate of the Workers’ Party who stood for election in 
1976, had to flee the country after unstinting harassment by the Internal 
Security Department (ISD) for speaking up on “the plight of Chinese-
stream students and social issues emanating from the implementation 
of unfair government policies.” Shocked by the prospect of arrest and 
“confession” on state television, he fled Singapore for England. 

In the early 70s, editors and journalists of the two Chinese 
dailies, Nanyang Siang Pau and Sin Chew Jit Poh, were targets of state 
intimidation and several were arrested. Journalists of the English-
language Singapore Herald and Far Eastern Economic Review were not 
spared. In February 1977, the ISD spread their witch hunt to include the 
English-educated. This small group of professionals started a campaign 
to save the Singapore Herald (the only English daily critical of the 
government) and called for the release of ISA detainees who had been 
in prison since the 1960s. At least 40 of them were arrested and made to 
“confess” over state television. They were labelled “Euro-communists”. 

The mass arrests and “confessions” were the reasons why Francis 
Khoo, who was married just two weeks before, decided to leave his 
beloved country. The cruelty of the regime did not stop with Khoo 
leaving the country. Failing to catch Khoo, a team of ISD officers 
descended on the Singapore General Hospital and arrested his wife, Dr 
Ang Swee Chai. They had the audacity to demand arrest even while she 
was in the midst of performing an operation on a patient. Sadly, Khoo 

died in exile without any possibility of returning home. He could have 
returned if he was willing to 

“…‘grass’ on friends and colleagues, thereby ensuring 
you have lost all dignity and moral authority and will 
never be able to look them in the eye again. Outside, 
you will feel even more isolated and lonely than when 
you were inside. You will be left to hang out to dry on 
your own. Who wants to trust and help a turn-coat?”

A decade later, in May 1987, the ISD launched another “security” 
swoop; this time, 22 young professionals, community workers and 
students were arrested with the label of “Marxist conspirators”. Among 
the 22 was a lawyer, Tang Fong Har. She was imprisoned for three 
months. Like many of her ex-detainee friends, the endless accusations 
and condemnations of the “Marxist conspirators” by government 
officials goaded her to be a signatory to a joint statement in April 1988, 
refuting the existence of the “Marxist conspiracy” and confirming the ill 
treatment meted out to detainees. On 19 April 1988, a day after the joint 
statement was published in the press, all signatories to the statement, 
except Tang, were promptly re-arrested. She escaped re-arrest because 
she was at that time with her husband in England. But she could not 
remain silent when the other eight signatories were behind bars, so she 
went on a campaign trail in Europe to call for the release of all ISA 
detainees. After about two years, all her friends were eventually released 
but she herself could not return to Singapore. She is still an exile today.

When the state uses unreasonable force against students, deporting 
them or forcing them to flee without according them the right to 
be heard, when the privilege of free speech in parliament is used to 
vilify, not once but several times, those who have fled, and when its 
legislative power is used to enact laws that deprive Singaporeans of 
their citizenship, laws that go against international norms, a light goes 
off in our country. Ang Swee Chai, Francis Khoo Kah Siang, Tan Wah 
Piow, Tsui Hon Kwong, Tang Fong Har and Ho Juan Thai were hounded 
for their idealism which disturbed the anodyne official narrative. Except 
for Tsui, all were expelled from their own country for their activism that 
revealed the pestilential underbelly of a new nation that had become 
rudderless in the hurly burly of pursuing economic growth.

In this collection, the six authors speak of their narrow escapes 
and their lives then and now with frankness, humour and sadness, but 
always with optimism and hope for Singapore and the world. 
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Malaysia has abolished the ISA. Our leaders had in the past 
repeatedly assured us that they would consider abolishing the ISA if 
Malaysia does so. We are hopeful that this draconian law that has plagued 
the good people of our country for more than half a century will also be 
repealed. It is time for our government to examine the injustices done to 
Ang Swee Chai, Francis Khoo Kah Siang, Tan Wah Piow, Tsui Hon Kwong, 
Tang Fong Har and Ho Juan Thai. And many others, who till today are 
not permitted to return to the country of their birth. It is with profound 
sadness that Francis Khoo had passed away before any such action 
could be taken but it is not too late to right the wrong that was done to 
him and so many others. It is by reconciling with the past that we, as a 
first-world nation, can progress with a clear conscience into the future. 

Teo Soh Lung
Low Yit Leng
May 2012

francis khoo kah siang 
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In November 2011, Francis wrote about his exile while he was 
recovering from his kidney transplant. It was a lively and inspiring 
piece. There was no bitterness or anger about his personal 

circumstances or his failing health. He grasped the years of exile firmly 
and turned them into productive and fruitful years in living and working 
out his ideals. 

Francis loved people and welcomed everyone to our home, and 
was at home with everyone. Those who read this piece will marvel at 
his sense of humour and love of life. As his wife, living the exile years 
with him was full of excitement and adventure — a strange situation 
considering how we were supposed to have lost everything when we 
left home. He had built a rich heritage of solidarity and friendship from 
Vietnam to Nicaragua, Palestine to the Yorkshire mines, South Africa to 
Norway and the people of USA to Cuba. 

Uprooted from his beloved Singapore he quickly found roots 
everywhere — not only in the country which gave him political asylum 
but also worldwide. He involved himself with struggles for justice both 
“here and there” as befit his true internationalist spirit.

His was an extremely active exile. Thirty five years seemed too 
short. But it was a life in exile always with special reference to his 
beloved Singapore. When he became passionate about the Arab Spring, 
he would immediately think about a Singapore Spring. When he wrote 
his poem “Passport” for the Palestinians, it was from the heart of a man 
who had lost his own Singapore passport. When he stood in solidarity 
with his South African friends demanding the release of their comrades 
detained in Robin Island, he was also seeking the freedom of the 
Singapore political detainees.

He wrote a song about the Bungaraya, the red Hibiscus. I think he 
loved the Bungaraya because it is hardy, and never beaten by drought, 
darkness, loneliness or poor soil. It just struggles on and makes its way 
to cover the parched land — to fill it with crimson flowers. Francis 
probably did not realise he was writing about himself.

AN ExilE rETurNS TO SiNgApOrE

Dr ANg SwEE ChAi (MrS FrANCiS KhOO)

He completed his account of his exile two days before he died. It 
was his last writing. For some unknown reason he told his publishers 
that he was in undue haste to complete it, well ahead of schedule. We 
may never know the reason for this, but he left us this account so that 
none of us should ever fear exile anymore.

His unexpected and sudden death on 20 November 2011, in our 
home in East London, left a huge void in all who knew him. As his 
widow I wrote his obituary and published it as a classified advertisement 
in the Singapore Straits Times on 25 November, the day I buried him. 
There was a huge outpouring of grief from family and friends from all 
over the world. The tiny little church in central London where his funeral 
took place was packed. It was a dignified and loving send-off for him. 

After the initial shock and disbelief, I proceeded to undertake what 
I knew would be his last wish. He would want to be taken back to his 
country, Singapore. He always compared himself to the Chinaman whose 
dying wish was to be buried in his village.

His 35 years of exile from the land and people he loved so much 
in his lifetime had made him passionate about his homecoming. Denied 
his right of return in life, his remains should be finally laid to rest in his 
homeland. So he had to be cremated so that his ashes could be brought 
back, to be with his ancestors.

There was already precedence for spouses to carry ashes on planes 
to countries of their choice. So it should have been straightforward for 
me to book a flight and leave with his ashes. All that was needed was 
his death certificate and his cremation certificate. He would have liked 
to be home on the 15 February 2012. That was the day, thirty five years 
ago, the Singapore Internal Security Department officers came at 2am to 
arrest him, forcing him to escape into exile, and to die in exile.

But unfortunately I am no ordinary widow. As the wife of Francis 
Khoo, I am also an exile. I could not presume that I would be granted 
the right of return with my husband’s ashes. On at least two previous 
occasions I was refused my request to visit my ageing parents when they 
were near death in Singapore. Both died without seeing me.

Other exiles had lost their citizenship. So for two months after his 
death, I was concerned I might not make the trip. I even made tentative 
arrangements for members of Francis’ family to fly over to London to collect 
his ashes. There was no reason why the Singapore Government should 
be magnanimous enough to retain my citizenship after 35 years, not to 
mention give me a travel document to come back to Singapore with Francis. 

But they did. 
Against all odds, a single visit Singapore Travel Document came 

— like a miracle from an answered prayer. The Government had allowed 
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me that one trip to come into Singapore with his ashes. This was the 
visit of a lifetime — after 35 years of exile. I was overwhelmed and knelt 
down to thank God for this opportunity.

His family and friends waited in eager anticipation in Singapore. A 
memorial was arranged for him in the Cathedral of the Good Shepherd 
— the church opposite the house where he and his brothers and sisters 
were born. This was the church to which he and his elder brother Michael 
would race to make it in time for Mass when they overslept. It was also 
next to St Joseph’s Institution where the boys of the 11-strong siblings 
went to school. The girls of course went to Convent of the Holy Infant 
Jesus just round the corner.

The Cathedral, now a historic monument, is still very beautiful, 
but is in desperate need for restoration. Large cracks mar the walls, 
and the foundations were damaged by the recent construction of the 
Singapore MRT. The people who attend the church, with the exception 
of a handful, are mostly pensioners, migrant workers and white collared 
working people. In other words the church is not blessed with a well-
to-do middle class suburban parish. The restoration will be expensive. 
Being unable to raise the funds, the Cathedral stays propped up by poles 
and cranes to prevent it from collapsing to the ground.

Friends and family had put together a DVD with snippets of Francis’ 
life. They named it the Generosity DVD after the characteristic of Francis 
they loved best. It contains poems, songs, drawings, photographs by and 
of Francis and also hundreds of tributes to him. There are pictures of 
him and his family throughout the years. It is the portrait of a man full 
of love, joy, laughter and kindness, a man with a strong commitment 
to social justice, and a man who grew up in a large and loving Catholic 
family. He never sought fame and fortune, yet is dearly loved and missed 
by people from all echelons of society and all walks of life.

As the plane touched down at Changi Airport, tears overwhelmed 
me. This airport was built after Francis and I left. I held Francis’ ashes 
and whispered to him, “Darling you are home.” But a cynical voice from 
somewhere mocked, “Big deal! It is just his ashes! He is dead, dead, 
dead….” That horrified me. It broke my heart.

And then — “Why do you weep?” a still small voice said. It was a 
sweet voice and seemed to have come out of my heart. “Do not weep. 
Why are you seeking the living in the land of the dead?” Where did that 
come from? Yes, it was from the Gospel. Two thousand years ago, a 
woman disciple of Jesus went to his tomb the first morning of the week 
after his crucifixion to anoint His body. When she could not find His 
body she wept thinking that the body was taken away. She was asked 

the same question, and told that she must not seek the living in the land 
of the dead. Christ had resurrected. The tomb was empty. That was the 
first Easter Sunday. 

As a Christian, I know death is not the end. Death is the door to 
eternal life with God. For those left behind, it is time to come out of 
mourning, and to remove our sack cloths. I swallowed my tears, clung 
on to Francis’ ashes and ran out of the airport into the arms of Francis’ 
loving family and my youngest sister waiting eagerly at the barriers.

The next twelve days were hectic but precious days with family 
and friends. Apart from Francis’ moving memorial, there were visits 
to the grave of his great grandfather Chew Boon Lay the well known 
Singapore pioneer, the columbarium of Francis’ parents and the niches 
of my parents. We finally put Francis’ ashes in the church near where 
his parents’ ashes were laid. There were several gatherings with friends 
and family, together with two medical talks.

Singapore has changed beyond recognition. The trees have grown 
tall, and the buildings even taller. Singapore is beautiful, clean and 
green. But for me, it is the people who count most. They are the most 
beautiful of all. Friends and family, like me, have grown older, but with 
age our friendship and love have deepened. Our families have grown, 
so have the families of friends — with many young additions — many 
of them born after we went into exile. The young ones give us hope 
for the future. They are vibrant, enthusiastic, innocent, full of energy, 
intelligent, talented and lovely. Very soon, I began to realise that it is 
a privilege to be able to spend time with them. I know they will make 
Singapore a wonderful and compassionate place.

The days of my visit were packed with events. Time flew. All too 
soon, I found myself back in London. I am unsure as to whether I will 
be able to come back to Singapore again. But it does not matter since 
I have touched base with those I love, hugged and embraced them. If 
this was to be my first and last trip to Singapore after 35 years I have 
nothing but gratitude that I was granted this visit. If I am to die in exile 
I will have no bitterness. I will continue to work on those ideals my 
husband and I share, wherever I may be. On those nights, alone in our 
home in London, I will remember the precious 12 days back home in 
Singapore with thanksgiving, and think of our wonderful family and 
friends. I know that without the pain of exile there would not be the 
overwhelming joy of homecoming and re-union. I will also quietly pray 
that God will continue to bless and protect Singapore and her people.

14 March 2012


