
Mr Tan, who is Mrs Ong’s nephew and estate executor, will ensure that the Ongs’ legacy continues, with the sale next year of their two-storey King Albert Park bungalow, estimated to be
worth $45 million to $50 million. The funds will go to universities and healthcare institutes, and will also be used to attract scholars to spur medical research. ST PHOTO: ONG WEE JIN

Chance meeting over char kway teow
leads to friendship and legacy of giving

Clockwise from
left: Mr Koh
(seated) at
his birthday
celebrations
in 1997, with
Mr and Mrs Ong
(in black);
Mr and Mrs Ong
celebrating her
birthday in 2010;
and Mr Ong and
Mr Koh in their
earlier years.
The two men
were friends
for more than
40 years.
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More than 40 years ago, a young
Mr Ong Tiong Tat spotted a man
eating char kway teow by himself
at a stall in Zion Road.

Mr Ong approached the man and
learnt he was Mr Koh Choon Joo, a
lawyer. They chatted, discovered
they shared many values and be-
came firm friends, even though Mr
Koh was 38 years older than Mr Ong.

Over the next 40 years, that
friendship resulted in a legacy
which saw millions of dollars given
to various causes.

Even after Mr Koh died in 1997 at
the age of 96, Mr Ong and his wife
Irene continued the philanthropic
mission.

It did not stop with Mr Ong’s
death in 2013 when he was 74. Mrs
Ong continued giving until she died
in February at the age of 73.

Like Mr Koh, the Ongs had no
children.

Now, Mrs Ong’s nephew Tan
Hsuan Heng, 64, will ensure that
the legacy continues, with the sale
next year of the couple’s two-sto-
rey King Albert Park bungalow,
which they inherited from Mr Koh.
It is estimated to be worth $45 mil-
lion to $50 million. Mr Tan is Mrs
Ong’s estate executor.

The money will go to universities
and healthcare institutes, and will
also be used to attract scholars to
spur medical research in areas such
as dementia, diabetes and cancer.

Mr Ong, who was an investment
trader, and his wife, an investor, be-
queathed most of their assets.

The law school at SIM University
(UniSIM), Dover Park Hospice,
Kwong Wai Shiu Hospital and the
Tan Tock Seng Hospital (TTSH)
Community Fund are among those
that will benefit from the sale of the
bungalow.

About 13 per cent of the sale pro-
ceeds will be distributed to family
and friends, including Mrs Ong’s
nephews and nieces.

Mr Tan, an executive director of a
local small and medium-sized enter-
prise, said of Mr Koh’s and Mr Ong’s
friendship: “They shared a passion
for fine dining, watching wrestling
over Guinness stout and art
appreciation… They also shared a
very strong belief in the impor-
tance of education.”

Mr Tan said Mr Koh, who was a
widower, had contributed to many
education causes in his lifetime.

For instance, the C J Koh Law Li-
brary at the National University of
Singapore’s (NUS) Bukit Timah
campus is named after Mr Koh, in
honour of his pledge of $5 million to
fund the costs of expanding the
building, added Mr Tan.

In 1988, Mr Koh suffered a stroke
at the age of 87 and became bedrid-
den. Mr Ong, then 49, nursed him
and managed his finances.

After Mr Koh’s death, Mr Ong be-
came his estate executor and con-
tinued his friend’s legacy, giving
more than $16 million from Mr
Koh’s estate to initiatives in educa-
tion, mainly for NUS and the Nan-
yang Technological University.

These included scholarships and
endowment funds, and two profes-
sorships: the C J Koh Professorship
in Education at the National Insti-
tute of Education (NIE) and the C J
Koh Professorship in Law at NUS.

Former NIE director Lee Sing
Kong got to know Mr and Mrs Ong
in the late 1990s.

Professor Lee, a horticulturalist
by training, said: “I took them to see
my aeroponics research in a green-
house and Mr Ong immediately
gave me $10,000 from his funds to
help fund my work. It was a big mo-
rale booster.”

The Ongs developed close ties
with staff and academics from NIE
over the years.

In 2010, when Mr Ong was diag-
nosed with Stage 4 stomach cancer,
and Mrs Ong with Stage 4 pancreat-
ic cancer, a team of five to six NIE
staff became the couple’s pillar of
support.

When her husband died three
years later, Mrs Ong was distraught.
Mr Tan said: “She preferred to stay
at home instead of joining my family
at Chinese New Year celebrations.
But she remained strong and often
said that she would meet him again
in heaven.”

She died earlier this year, entrust-
ing her estate to Mr Tan, who hopes
to distribute the funds after her
first death anniversary next year.

UniSIM law school dean Leslie
Chew said: “We are touched and en-
couraged by Mrs Ong’s gift as we
are not a known entity yet. She had
a heart for education and believed
in supporting people who needed fi-
nancial help.”

Mr Pang Tong Tat, assistant
chief executive officer of Kwong
Wai Shiu Hospital, said the dona-
tion was timely, adding: “It would
help to support our increasing op-
erating expenses, especially with
the completion of the redevelop-
ment in 2017.”

Professor Leo Yee Sin, who heads
TTSH’s Institute of Infectious Dis-
eases and Epidemiology, said: “We
will uphold the legacy of Mrs Ong in
keeping our community ready for
outbreaks.

“We aim to reach out to the com-
munity, prepare them and unite
them in the fight against future out-
break threats.”

Mr Tan said of the Ongs: “They
had lived a meaningful life in help-
ing so many people. In return, so
many people helped them when
they were in need – not because of
their donations, but because of the
friendships forged.”

And it all started over a meal of
char kway teow.
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Changkat Changi Secondary School
student Kevin Cheong went from be-
ing a self-proclaimed failure at Sec-
ondary 3 to scoring nine points for
his N-level exams this year.

It is a huge change for the Normal
(Academic) student who so hated
school that he played truant and
even blocked the school’s number
on his mother’s phone to prevent
his teachers from reaching her.

But a meeting with the school
counsellor changed him, mended
the mother-son relationship and set
him on a course to clock 10 hours a
day as he prepared for the N levels.

Kevin had to repeat Secondary 3
in 2014 after failing most of the sub-
jects the previous year.

Feeling like an outcast, he lied to
his mother, a single parent, and
skipped school, spending most of
his time playing console games. “I
kept asking myself, why am I wak-
ing up so early to go to school every
day, when I’m not even doing well?”

Things did not improve when he
took the N-level exams last year. He
scored 18 points for the five papers
he sat. Because he had failed Princi-
ples of Accounts, his options were
limited to a Nitec course at the Insti-
tute of Technical Education (ITE).

The 18-year-old decided to give
the N levels another shot, studying
for 10 hours every day. This time, he
scored nine points.

It qualifies him for the Polytechnic
Foundation Programme for Normal
(Academic) students, a one-year
course conducted by polytechnic lec-
turers which lets eligible students
skip the O levels before entering a re-
lated diploma course. The pro-
gramme offers about 1,200 places.

Kevin intends to apply to Te-
masek Polytechnic to study law and
management.

Of the 12,305 students from the
Normal (Academic) course who col-
lected their results yesterday, 75.2
per cent did well enough to be pro-
moted to Secondary 5 and go on to
take the O-level exams.

This is an increase from the 74.9

per cent who did so last year.
Of those who took the exam from

the Normal (Academic) stream,
99.6 per cent passed, compared
with last year’s 99.5 per cent. In the
Normal (Technical) stream, 97.1 per
cent of the 5,470 students who took
the exams this year passed, com-
pared with 96.6 per cent last year.

These Normal (Technical) stu-
dents can apply to the ITE, or lateral-
ly transfer to the Secondary 4 Nor-
mal (Academic) course if they got
an A for English and mathematics,
and at least a B for one other subject.

They can then go on to Secondary
5 to take the O-level exams.

The first batch of students to grad-
uate from Crest Secondary School,
the first specialised school catering
to Normal (Technical) students, al-
so collected their results yesterday.

Students at the school take a
four-year academic programme
leading to the N levels, similar to
their peers. But they also learn voca-
tional skills, and most graduate with
an ITE Skills Certification in facility
services, mechanical servicing, re-
tail services or hospitality services.

At Crest, 98 per cent of its 198
graduating students passed the
N-level exams, while 34 of them
have accepted offers from the ITE
via a scheme that considers their
abilities related to courses and skills
in leadership, sports or the arts.

yuensin@sph.com.sg

SEE HOME B7
Changkat Changi Secondary School student Kevin Cheong with his mother Rosanna Wong, 46, a property agent. He used to
lie to her and skip school, but changed his ways after a meeting with the school counsellor. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI

He went from playing
truant to scoring
9 points for N levels

3 late philanthropists’ charity to
continue, with sale of bungalow
expected to raise funds for causes
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