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Harsh winds chilled their bones as
they trudged cautiously in single file
on a narrow mountain ridge
carrying heavy military-style
haversacks on their shoulders.

This was 1977, and the intrepid trekkers, most

aged around 17, were part of the second batch of the

Tahan Mountain Trekking Team, a Co-curricular
Activity (CCA) from Hwa Chong Institution.

They also saw nature seemingly conspire against
them as they were swarmed by wasps and bitten by
leeches as they trekked through the rainforest.

The irony that their goal was the summit of
Gunung Tahan – in Pahang, Malaysia – Tahan mean-
ing “to endure” in Malay, was not lost on the
trekkers.

They were weary, but undaunted.

But as Brian Lim, now in his 50s and a member of
that second batch, explains to The New Paper on Sun-

day: “We were young and fearless.”
The trekking team was started in 1976 and 36 years

on, the climbs are not over.
Each year, a new batch of trekkers found the moun-

tain expeditions arduous, but also fulfilling, providing
many fond memories.

So many memories, that some members of the
team’s alumni decided to write a book about their
expeditions, detailing their adventures in the great out-
doors.

The team launched the book – One Mountain One
Passion – in May to celebrate its years of mountain
expeditions.

It all began with Dr Quek Jin Jong who was then a
Physical Education teacher at Hwa Chong. He found-

ed the CCA and led the Tahan expeditions
in 1976, 1977 and 1981.

Dr Quek is now
the Principal Officer
at the Director’s Of-

fice at the National In-
stitute of Education,

Nanyang Technologi-
cal University.

In 1976, Dr Quek and
10 students undertook

their maiden expedition
up Gunung Tahan. Dr

Quek admits that that first
team “started off with mini-

mum experience.”
He tells The New Paper on

Sunday: “We were mostly sec-
ond-guessing what would beef

us up for the expeditions.”

“Beefing up” included figuring
out the best routes to the summit, training with back-
packs filled with bricks, designing their own tents –
which they then got a tent maker to create, and choos-
ing which shoes were most suitable for slippery terrain.

Amazingly, that first expedition was undertaken
wearing hockey shoes. Today, the team wears proper
trekking boots.

But without that gamble into the unknown, Dr Quek
would not have paved the way for a total of over 350
students to proudly call themselves Tahanners.

TAHANNERS THEN
For Mr Lim and his friend, Bert Tan, 53, who were in
the second batch, leeches and wasps were not the
enduring memory. They recall one unforgettable

night of their expedition.

They had trekked for about three days before
reaching the Padang camp, which was the rest stop
before the last leg of their journey. With the rest of
the team, Mr Tan and Mr Lim settled down to rest
for the night in their tents before attempting the
summit of Gunung Tahan.

Suddenly, there was a heavy downpour and rain-
water flooded the campsite.

“We were freezing,” says Mr Tan.

Ingenuity and survival instincts took over.

Mr Tan and a team-mate layered their sleeping
bags together to make one thicker bag to sleep in.

The two boys then squeezed into the one bag, as
they huddled together for body warmth through the
night.

More than 30 years later, Mr Tan still gets teased
mercilessly by Mr Lim about the incident.

But Mr Tan has no regrets about the expedition
as a whole.

“I can recall that moment when I reached the
top. It was a physical sense of achievement.”

When asked what he felt, he answers with one
word: “Ecstasy”.

The Tahanners’ camaraderie is a trait inherited
by the recent batches.

TAHANNERS NOW
When TNPS catch up with Miss Tan Chun Hui and
Miss Amy Chua from the 35th batch (2010-2011),
the two friends often trail off reminiscing about
little details as they recount their experience.

Both graduated from Hwa Chong last year. Miss
Tan, 19, made her mark as the first, and to date only
female captain in the team’s history.

Miss Tan, 19, now a first year student at the National
University of Singapore says there was only one boy in
her batch.

In 1976 there were only two girls.
Dr Quek says: “In the past, we didn’t have a wealth of

information like today. Because of this, parents were
apprehensive about the challenges their children would
face (in the expeditions), so they were not so open in
letting their girls join the team.”

Recent Tahanners have not always ventured to their
namesake mountain. They have been on expeditions to
other mountains in Malaysia, such as Gunung Ayam in
Kelantan and Gunung Brinchang in Cameron High-
lands, and have even been as far as the Wilson trail in
Hong Kong.

Miss Tan explains that her batch didn’t go to climb
Gunung Tahan because of the lack of parental consent
and injuries. They climbed Gunung Brinchang instead.

Dr Quek says that in his day parents would send
their children off at the Tanjong Pagar railway station.

The station – which closed last year – played an
iconic role in the team’s history, though in recent years,
the Tahanners have been taking coaches to Malaysia.

Despite their starkly different journeys, Tahanners
then and now agree on one thing – the best part of the
climb is not reaching the summit. It’s the entire jour-
ney.

Says Mr Lim: “The summit is just a nondescript
location. It’s the mission we are achieving that counts.”

It’s still about achievement for the newer batches.
Miss Tan believes: “Because of Tahan, I learnt to

persevere in every area and to be self-reliant.”
Miss Chua agrees. “If I can do that (go on mountain-

eering expeditions), I can do anything.”

Hwa Chong Institution’s mountain trekking team share memories

‘Wewere
young&fearless’

AIN’TNO
MOUNTAIN:
The March 2010
batch of the
Tahan Mountain
Trekking Team,
including Miss
Amy Chua (fifth
from left) Miss
Tan Chun Hui
(seventh from
left).

TOOLD
TIMES:
(Above) Mr Brian
Lim (back row,
second from left),
Dr Quek Jin Jong,
(back row,
extreme right)
and Mr Bert Tan
(back row, fourth
from left) in 1977.

(Right, from left)
Mr Lim, Dr Quek
and Mr Tan now.
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