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The Man With A Mission is a two-year project that remembers the life of 
the late Ron Chandran-Dudley. This book project was started by Ron 

and, after his unexpected death, was carried on by his wife, Regina Chandran-
Dudley (Rena). The book has at last seen its completion.

The first four chapters of this book were narrated by Ron in conversation 
with the publisher. They were, therefore, written in the first person narrative. 
To retain Ron’s voice and perspectives, these four chapters remain untouched 
after Ron’s unfortunate passing.

The remaining chapters of the book continue the story of Ron Chandran-
Dudley in third person narrative. Here, the story is referenced by interviews 
combined with available sources of information. The Man With A Mission 
traces Ron’s journey as a son, husband, father, volunteer and champion for 
people with disabilities. This is a story about his adventures and achievements. 
This is a story that documents the historical imagination of people with 
disabilities in Singapore and overseas.

This book is a living testament of life before death. Ron had never believed in 
retirement. He had continued working in his job as well as on this book until 
the day he passed on. His incredible journey, his memories and his legacies 
will live on. 

We invite you to see the world through the eyes of Ron Chandran-Dudley, the 
man who experienced a life well-lived, The Man With A Mission. •

Introduction
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The Dudley Family Of Firsts

The rise and ebb of the sea mirrored his mood as the passenger ship he was 
on left the harbour. He took a deep breath. The cold sea breeze in Ceylon 

tempered his doubts about what the future may hold. His decision was a 
leap of faith but it promised a better future. He secretly hoped that he had 
made the right decision as he bade farewell to his home. He was my paternal 
grandfather, Josiah Dudley. 

This is my story and it begins with the Dudleys—a family of firsts and 
fortitude—of whom I am particularly proud. They have taught me resilience 

The Colours Of My Childhood

1

Ron’s parents: Benjamin Dudley 
(left) and Sugirtham Snell (right)
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as pioneers who have broken new ground in their own ways and given me 
valuable life lessons from which the foundations of my values are built.

I have discovered that Grandpa Josiah was a pioneer. 

I did not get a chance to meet him but I always envisioned him to be a shining 
pillar of the Dudleys. He was a tea planter, living and working in the tranquil 
hill country of Hatton in Ceylon. It was owned by one of the largest tea 
traders called Harrisons and Crosfield. Its eastern branch in Colombo, Ceylon 
was named Lampard, Crosfield and Company. 

Grandpa met a promising Englishman called Edward Valentine John Carey. In 
the 1900s, managers and assistants in the east were typically hired by holding 
companies and corporations located in England. Carey’s 11-year career as a 
planter in Ceylon had earned him a position as manager in a Liberian Coffee 
company in the Malayan state of Selangor where, in 1904, he had acquired 
20 000 hectares of land under the company Jugra Land and Carey Ltd. It was 
situated on an island, called Pulau Si Alang (later named Carey Island) that 
was 14km south of Port Klang.

Carey had advertised for Tamil speakers to assist him in setting up a new 
plantation on Carey Island. Grandpa and another gentleman called Mudaliar 
Ratnayake answered the advertisement and were both recruited to be his 
assistants. 

So Grandpa, Grandma, their two daughters, Lily and Grace as well as their 
two sons, William and my father, Benjamin left the familiar shores of Ceylon 
and moved to the unfamiliar shores of Carey Island in Malaya. Like many of 
the other immigrants who flocked to Southeast Asia at the time, they risked 
their lives crossing the treacherous seas in search of better opportunities. They 
became part of a pioneering group who courageously brought their experiences 
over and contributed to the development of the fledgling plantation industry 
in Malaya.
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The Carey plantation that Grandpa helped to build had many firsts. They 
had initially planted coffee, an already established crop. However, Carey had 
anticipated its potential decline due to an oversupply in Brazil. When Henry 
Nicholas Ridley enthusiastically promoted his ‘wonder product’, a lucrative 
new crop called rubber, the Carey plantation seized the opportunity and 
became one of the first rubber plantations in the country.

It pioneered various practices that were widely adopted by rubber plantations 
later. These practices include rubber-planting techniques, a rubber-tapping 
system, an effective architecture for colonial plantations and a legendary idea 
of importing crows from Ceylon to battle the onset of caterpillars on crops. 
The fact that the plantation on Carey Island still stands today bears witness to 
its success in those days.

An Arranged Marriage

My father was only six or seven years old when he arrived in Carey Island 
with his family. It was a time of rapid development for the Malayan state 
of Selangor and with the establishment of the British Protectorate, more 
officers who could read and write fluent English were needed to assist the 
administration. An idea of establishing English medium schools started. This 
was supported by residents and public-spirited figures of Selangor who were 
financially able. 

As a result, Victoria Institution1, named after Queen Victoria, became one of 
the oldest English schools established. Built in 1893, it stood the test of time. 
Today it has become a premier school in Kuala Lumpur, rich in tradition and 
a leading vanguard of educational progress in Malaysia. It was where Pa and 
his brother, William, received their education. 

I found out that attendance in Victoria Institution, at that time, was strict and 
those who held a record of missing classes were gradually weeded out. As Pa 
and Uncle William lived quite a distance from Victoria Institution, I believe 

1  History of Victoria Institution, source taken from the site: http://www.oocities.org/athens/delphi/5881/
victoriahist.html, as at October 2016
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Syonan-To

2

A picture of Ron in his 
younger days

The concept of war did not have a full bearing on me. I used to have a 
regular routine of flipping through the Sunday Papers to read a favourite 

coloured comic strip of mine: Tarzan. To my surprise, when I was five years 
old and scouring the newspapers as usual, the picture of a serious-looking man 
had taken over Tarzan’s place. His signature moustache was trimmed at the 
edges and his hair was uniquely flipped over to the right side of his forehead. 
His determined look stared back at me. It was Adolf Hitler, who, according to 
the adults, was someone known to be ‘threatening’ at the time.

At the age of five, all I knew about war was what I had heard from adult 
conversation. As days went by, indicators of an impending war in Singapore 
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loomed large when we received all kinds of training that the government 
hoped would help prepare us for emergencies.

In Radin Mas School, I joined the wolf cubs where we had to collect silver 
paper from chocolate sweets or milk bottle caps and empty tubes of toothpaste 
in aid of the war effort. In Singapore, there were air raid sirens and blackout 
drills for which we practiced.

The first complete blackout drill in Singapore was carried out on 16 March 
1939.6 The public had been educated to turn off all outdoor lights and obscure 
all lights indoors. It had been deduced by the Allied Forces that a poorly-
lit city would hinder enemy airplane bombers if an attack occurred. More 
blackout exercises were subsequently carried out.

Civilian Air Raid Precautions (ARP) wardens were also recruited to provide 
information and assistance during raids. By November 1939, a total of 3500 
wardens were recruited. They had to work with rescue personnel such as firemen 
and policemen to guide civilians to shelters, enforce blackout measures, rescue 
people and perform basic firefighting. My Uncle Robert was one of them. I 
remember seeing him, with his gas mask in a bag slung over his shoulder, his 
helmet and his baton.

A Night Before Christmas In 1941

In 1940, we shifted our residence to Geylang Road at the fifth unit from the 
end of Haig Road. This time, our quarters at Geylang were mainly occupied 
by government servants and school teachers.

The house next to ours, on the left-hand side, was given to S. K. Ramalingam 
and his family. Further down, lived Mr C. A. Sinnathamby and his family; 
and the house on our right-hand side was occupied by the Scharnival family. 
They were all teachers.

6  First air raid on Singapore, source taken from this site: http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/
SIP_7_2005-01-25.html?s=First%20air%20raid%20on%20Singapore as at October 2016
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At 1:15 a.m. in the morning of 8 December 1941, the first Japanese troops had 
landed in Kota Bharu, a town situated in the Malayan state of Kelantan just 
400 miles north of Singapore. They belonged to the jungle-trained Japanese 
25th Army under the command of the ‘Tiger of Malaya’, Lieutenant General 
Tomoyuki Yamashita. The Japanese invasion on Malaya went on smoothly.

At 4 a.m. on the same day, 17 Japanese airplanes7 from the Imperial Japanese 
Navy Air Force left Japanese-occupied Saigon (now known as Ho Chi Minh 
City) in Vietnam and launched an attack on the Tengah and Seletar airfields 
in Singapore.

Singapore’s defending Allied troops consisted of 90 000 British, Indian and 
Australian soldiers who had never seen battle. They were up against seasoned 
Japanese soldiers who had taken part in the campaign against China.

The Allies chose not to engage the Japanese air bombers as there was a 
possibility that the anti-aircraft gunners would not be able to differentiate 
between Japanese and Allied airplanes. Within the next 10 minutes, the 
Japanese bombed its other targets across the island such as Raffles Place, Keppel 
Harbour and Chinatown, causing 61 deaths and 133 people with injuries.

Over at Geylang, the season of Christmas had just begun and in Singapore, 
news of war in Europe had already broken out. The grim news did not stop 
my cousins Walter and Pearl from coming over to spend the weekend with us. 
We were all asleep in a bedroom when all of a sudden, a loud bang jolted us 
up. An aggressive force had caused the door to shake.

“Who is there?” Pa asked.

The pounding on the door continued. It seemed like someone was trying to 
open the door.

Pa, in his sarong, went to open the door and was flung back by a heavy blast of 
air. We all fell into a state of shock. And then there was silence…. We decided 
to go back to sleep as there were no more disturbances.
7  David Alan Johnson, Singapore 1941: Fall of the Gibraltar of the East, MHQ Magazine, Autumn 2006
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In Light & Learning

3

Ron receiving the first prize from Miss 
Festival of Britain, Ms Judy Ann Breen

The Japanese Occupation had disrupted the education of many school-
going children including me. In the blink of an eye, I was already 11 

years old. The Education Ministry had to account for a student population 
that grew up during the Occupation and had missed four years of schooling. 
These students were put into schools and pushed up according to their own 
level of education in the English Language. A student could get promoted in a 
short span of three months after attending school.12 Therefore it was common 
to find students of varying ages in the same class.

12  Mark Wong, Oral History Specialist, In Memory of K S Rajah, Former Judicial Commissioner and Director of 
Legal Aid Bureau, source taken from this site: http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/article/in-memory-of-ks-
rajah, as at October 2016



43

After the Japanese Occupation, my parents sent me back to Plainfield School 
in order to attain a better academic grounding before going back to Radin 
Mas. Simultaneously, Pa re-joined the British Education Service as Principal 
of Radin Mas School.

I was, thus, known as the ‘Headmaster’s son’ by some of my schoolmates.

My Father & Headmaster

My headmaster, Pa was integral to my experience as a student in Radin Mas 
School.

During the Japanese Occupation, people were commonly slapped by the 
Japanese and this influenced the children. I recall a fellow schoolmate in 
Radin Mas who used a bad word on me. I was a prefect and chose not to slap 
this boy. Instead, I dragged him straight to the principal’s office.

We went up the three steps into Pa’s office. Pa looked at us and asked: “Yes, 
my lads?”

We were standing side by side at Pa’s desk. I looked at the Headmaster and 
said: “Excuse me Sir, he used a bad word on me.” (I always addressed Pa as 
‘Sir’ in school.)

“I see, my lad,” replied Pa. He then turned to the boy and asked: “Did you, 
my lad?”

The boy said, “Yes Sir.”

Then Pa looked at the row of canes which were behind him and said, “If you 
use another bad word on your friends, the cane for you my lad.”

The boy followed the direction of Pa’s head and acknowledged, “Yes Sir.”

Pa permitted him to leave. As he and I were about to leave the office, Pa 
stopped me. “One moment my lad, as for you,” he said, “when you are playing 
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with your friends, never peach on them or tell tales on them. If you do that 
again, a cane for you, my lad.”

I walked out feeling devastated. Boys being boys, the boy bent his elbows and 
flapped his upper arms. In a teasing tone, he said, “Chap pi pey, chap pi pey, 
gula tarik.” (A colloquial phrase for “Serves you right.”)

That incident showed me a side of Pa that I had never experienced before. I 
definitely learned my lesson.

Many of my memories of my father and I revolve around walking. Our walks 
home from school is still a fond recollection. We talked about a variety of 
topics that were current at the time and as far as I was concerned, the taboo 
subjects were girls and politics. Through our walks, I discovered all about my 
father, Benjamin Dudley—a man of determination, principles, kindness and 
understanding. He valued people and every committed aspect of life. He left 
a set of exemplary footprints.

As with those of the Dudley descent, Pa broke new grounds in his own way. 
He was one of the first Asian school principals in the pre-Second World War 
British Colony. After his stint as Principal of Radin Mas School, he became 
Principal of Outram Primary School.

Subsequently, he rose to become Singapore’s first Asian Examination Secretary 
working in the Ministry of Education. He was one of those who started the 
Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE) in Singapore. He believed that 
“no child should be left standing at the school gates”—every child should be 
given an opportunity to education at every level that the child was capable 
of attaining. A child should be able to attend a school nearest to his or her 
home—no child should be required to travel for more than an hour each way 
between home and school.

After serving as Examination Secretary, he was promoted to the position of 
Staff Officer at the Ministry of Education. He felt that all schools should have 



“At different times of our lives, we do different things. 
Sometimes we quit. Sometimes we camp. But all of us 
can climb.”

Enter the world of Ron Chandran-Dudley, an 
only child born into a Ceylonese immigrant 
family who had to shelve his dreams of becoming 
a brain surgeon when he found out that he would 
not be able to see again. He kept on walking, 
sometimes quitting, sometimes camping and 
sometimes climbing. He overcame the challenges 
his disability presented and found love and the 
drive to fulfil his mission of helping others with 
disabilities in Singapore and overseas. 

Set in major historical periods—from the 
1930s to the 2010s—where the world faced 
rapid transformations, Ron’s life and work 
had transcended boundaries, leaving behind 
footprints in the hearts of those whose lives he 
had touched as a pioneer, a maker of history and 
a champion of people with disabilities.
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