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Emotional ties 
Reports by JUDITH TAN 

juditht@sph.com.sg 

A small, fatherly gesture by Mr Lee Kuan 
Yew still gets ex-president S R Nathan 
emotional when he talks about lt. 
Mr Nathan, 90, was then a young civil servant and 
it was the first time he was working for the Foreign 
Ministry (MFA). 

"I was sent to take notes of a meeting he (Mr 
Lee) had with the Thai Foreign Minister," Mr Na· 
than told The New Paper in an interview in his of
fice at the Singapore Management University be
fore Mr Lee's death. 

"I didn't have a lounge suit, so I put on a tie and 
went to do the job," said Mr Nathan who had until 
then been part of the labour movement. 

He had been the director of the Labour Research 
Unit at a time of industrial unrest and frequent 
strikes until January 1966, when he was trans
ferred to the Foreign Ministry. 

"When I went in and the guest hadn't arrived, 
he (Mr Lee) approached me and in a rather father· 
ly gesture adjusted my tie and said, 'Nathan, you 
must remember, you are no longer in the labour 
movement'," said Mr Nathan, his voice breaking as 
he recounted the occasion. 

"I was very moved because nobody so high up 
had shown me affection, which, in this single act, 
he showed me." 

Ex
president 

S R Nathan 
tears up 
when he 
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adjusting 
his tie 

Otherwise, mention Mr Lee and what pops into 
Mr Nathan's mind is a stern, no-nonsense man 
who did not suffer fools. 

"He was not somebody who displayed his emo
tions," said Mr Nathan, who worked with Mr Lee 
for many years in different capacities - as the di
rector of the Security and Intelligence Division 
(SID) between 1971 and 1979, and as First Perma
nent Secretary at the Foreign Ministry. 

"It was always an awe engaging him. You nev
er knew what questions would come up, for which 
you should be able to provide a frank and accurate 
answer. It was tlie kind of relationship one would 
see between a superior and a subordinate," said 
Mr Nathan, who added that there weie moments 
that he felt Mr Lee had "a certain fondness for me". 

BOND 
"It was either in his expressions, or in the way he 
spoke, in what he said, or the way he called me .. 

"This was the bond that had developed (be
tween the two of us). And my feelings then were 
not to let him down, but to do the -best I could and 
as well as I could." 

As a MFA official in the late 1960s and later as 
Singapore's High Commissioner to Malaysia and 
Ambassador to the United States of America, Mr 
Nathan sometimes accompanied Mr Lee on his of
ficial Visits overseas: 

During those trips, he was struck by the way Mr 

Lee carried himself. 
"The way he conducted his conversations, the 

depth of knowledge he displayed. All these had an 
impact on me," he said. 

"I reached a stage where he was more or less a 
silent mentor, unconscious that he was mentoring 
me." 

Mr Nathan recalled how he was asked by Mr Lee, 
who was then Prime Minister, to run for president. 

"I was hesitant about taking office because as a 
civil servant, I lacked interaction with people from 
the heartland and wondered if I was able to reach 
out to them," he said. 

But Mr Nathan stepped up to the plate and 
gained respect and popularity during his two 
terms, which ended in 2011. 

PRIVATE 
Mr Nathan said that Mr Lee was a very private man 
when it came to his personal life from the moment 
he took office. · 

"He didn't allow himself to be held hostage by 
things that could give the wrong impression, and 
you know in our society it could lend itself to all 
kinds of interpretations. So he kept himself away 
to prevent those kinds of stories from being circu
lated," he said. 

Having said that, Mr Nathan said Mr Lee's rela
tionship with his wife was a public one. 

"They were very close and it was evident when-
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EXCERPTS OF 
EX-PRESIDENT 

.SR NATHAN'S 
LETTER OF 
CONDOLENCE 
"Today, Singapore lost its most illustrious 
son and foremost Nationalist - Lee 
Kuan Yew - leaving us to mourn his 
loss. He was an extraordinary man in 
our midst. He leaves behind a legacy 
of accomplishments, among them the 
transformation of a trouble-ridden, 
ethnically divided city to become a 
country- all in 50 years - where all of 
us have space and a common destiny 
to -.york towards. He leaves behind the 
metropolis that, in 1965, he promised he 
would turn Singapore into. 

"He emerged in our midst in the 
turbulent political times of the 1950s. 
His coming into our political scene was 
a turning point in Sing apore's modern 

political history. His considerable stature 
and personality awed many of us. 

"He g ave us leadership and lived 
by example. There are many stories 
and accolades of his contributions to 
Singapore's political history and regional 
politics. 

"His greatest contribution to us was the 
strength he gave us, at a time when forces 
of destruction were seeking to destroy 
us and turn Singapore into a Communist 
state. He helped us to stand up and fight 
back, those disruptive forces, despite the 
overwhelming strength with which they 
sought to destroy our society. 

"We will miss this g iant of a man. May 
his soul rest in peace." 

ever you met them or when you travelled with 
them," MfNathan said. 

"They seemed to have a lot to talk about, even 
after so many years of marriage, after so many chil
dren. 

"It was an unusual relationship even for an ob
server like me watching. 

"There was no ostentatiousness. They were 
quite frank in talking to each other. They were crit
ical. And there were also times when one helped 
the other. 

"I know of occasions when Mr Lee used to get 
agitated with someone or other, Mrs Lee would in
tervene and say, 'Har,ry, why don't you cool down? 
Why don't you listen to the other side of the story?' 
It was a partnership." 

Mr Nathan recalled an occasion during a univer
sity investiture: "I was standing on the stage and 
they were sitting in the front row. 

"There were people streaming in to take their 
medals. They did the clapping but, at the same 
time, they were engrossed (with each other). 

"I often wondered why they had so much to talk 
about." 

'HE WAS REALLY 

FRIENDLY': Mrs 

Fong Loo Fern, 

managing director 

of eve, and Mr 

Roland Tan, sales 

manager of eve, 

pose for a picture 

with Mr Lee 

after taking his 

measurements for 

a new shirt. 
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'I'm glad I got to take his 
measurements for a shirt' 
lt was a phone call that CYC's 
managing director Fong Loo Fern 
never expected. 
"Someone had given Mr Lee Kuan Yew 
a beautiful piece of batik and he had 
wanted to make it into a shirt," she told 
The New Paper. 

And Mrs Fang was to go to the Istana 
to take his measurement. 

It was her first time. 
"To say I wasn't nervous or exCited 

would be a lie. After all, I was to meet 
the founding father of modern Singa
pore in person and I wanted to make a 
good impression," she said of the occa· 
sion in 2010. 

Her late father, Mr Chiang Sing Choo, 
had measured and made shirts for Mr 
Lee, making CYC synonymous with Mr 
Lee for almost 50 years. 

Mr Lee had worn them since his first 
political rally as Prime Minister. 

The "retro-looking" shirt from that 
rally, with the large collar and blue pol
ka dots, now sits at the CYC Museum in 
Raffles Hotel. 

Mrs Fang said in an interview at the 
CYC Headquarters in Bendemeer Road: 
"When we appealed to customers to 
bring their vintage shirts for the mu
seum in 2001, the late Mrs Lee sprang 
a pleasant surprise and came by with 
three of Mr Lee's shirts. 

"They were then about 30 years old 
and were in excellent condition." 

The company, set up in 1935 by Mrs 
Fang's grandfather, Mr Chiang Yick Ch
ing, was among the first to make cus
tomised shirts. 

"My father met Mr Lee only once and 
that was when he measured him for 
shirts. After that, it was always Mrs Lee 

HISTORIC SHIRT: Mr Lee 

in a eve polka-dot shirt 

(above and right) which is 

now in the CYC Museum in 

Raffles Hotel. 
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who would come to the shop at Selegie 
Road to get new shirts made for him. 
She always produced the same paper 
with his measurements," Mrs Fang said. 

. COMFORT OVER FIT 
"Mr Lee was never particular about the 
fit. Comfort to him was more important. 
I guess his body shape never changed. 

"Mrs Lee picked the fabric, usually 
Oxford cotton, and colour. She would 
be the one dictating the subtle changes 
in the pattern," she said. 

Armed with a tape measure and note
book, and accompanied by Mr Roland 
Tan, her sales manager, Mrs Fong made 
her way to the Istana. 

Mr ·Tan used to serve Mrs Lee when 
she came in with her orders. 

"I was on my best behaviour,". she 
said. "We all respected and admired 
him greatly. So it was a thrill to get to 
meet him face to face." 

Contrary to what she was expecting, 
"Mr Lee wasn't stern at all". 

"In fact, he was really friendly and he 
put both Roland and me at ease. During 
the business part of the meeting, while 

I was taking his measurements, he 
told me he didn't want the 

shirt to be so tight-fitting. 
He just wanted it to feel 

comfortable. 
"Then after that 

.was done with, we sat 
down and chatted. He 
asked aboutthe family 

and the business. I took 
the opportunity to ask 

to be photographed with 
him and he kindly obliged," 

she said, smiling at the memory. 
Mrs Fong did not get to meet him again 

as the finished shirt was to his liking. 
When her staff delivered the shirt, 

Mrs Fang took the opportunity to pre
sent a book, Heaven Amidst Earth, to 
Mr Lee. 

She said: "I can't remember what we 
spoke about that day or why I even sent 
him this Christian book, but I did. Mr 
Lee graciously sent a thank you note. 

"I am glad I had this opportunity to 
meet Mr Lee, to stand next to him for a 
photo and get to measure him, as rriy fa
ther did. 

"After all, he had done so much for 
Singapore and Singaporeans and this 
was my little way of paying back." 

Source: The New Paper© Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for reproduction. 


