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A National Heritage Board exhibition − More than a Garden − on how rubber
contributed to our economy will be held from Jul 27 to Aug 2 at Changi City Point

CRADLE OF RUBBER PLANTATIONS
It started with 22 rubber tree seedlings nearly 140 years ago. 
The successful transfer of these from Kew Gardens in the UK in 
1877 − after another batch a year earlier died − would have 
faded into obscurity amid the coffee boom then, if not for the 
efforts of one man. 
   Henry Ridley, who arrived as Singapore‘s first scientific 
director at the Botanic Gardens in 1888, saw in the rubber trees 
a crop with immense economic value.
   Described as having a conviction in rubber the way some men 
believe in God, he would fill his pockets with seeds and pressed 
them into the palms of planters during his visits to Malaya, 
urging them to try out the new crop. 
   Despite earning only the derision of planters busy making 
their fortunes from coffee then, he pressed on with his 
experiments, one of which led to the now-commonplace 
herringbone pattern of tapping which extends the productive 
lifespan of the trees. Before that, trees were cut deep to the 
core, extracted for their latex, and then left to die.
   Eventually, when the coffee market collapsed in the 1890s, his 
vision for rubber proved prescient. His unwavering faith and 
relentless efforts in promoting it made Singapore the cradle of 
the rubber plantation industry − benefitting many South-east 
Asian economies and
lifting countless farmers
from poverty.

BT Explains

Tan Kah Kee [1874-1961]
Initially a pineapple plantations owner, Tan Kah Kee 
saw the need for a new crop and bought 180,000 
rubber seeds for S$1,800 from Tan Chay Yan. He 
started Khiam Aik Rubber Mill which processed 
rubber latex into dried and cleansed rubber sheets 
and exported them directly to America. He became
a top rubber baron with 15,000 acres of rubber 
plantations that made over S$4m in profit in 1925.
   He founded seven schools in Singapore between 
1907 and 1947 including Tao Nan School and The 
Chinese High School. An MRT on the Downtown Line 
near Hwa Chong Institution will be named after him.

Rubbery facts
� The plant originated   
 in the Amazon forest,  
 and can grow to a  
 height of 25-40 m
� Used in tyres, tubes,  
 furniture, boots etc
� Top three producing  
 countries (in this order):  
 Thailand, Indonesia,  
 Vietnam

Lee Kong Chian [1893-1967]
Hired by Tan Kah Kee to manage his rubber 
company Khiam Aik in 1917. In 1927, he set forth 
to start his own rubber smokehouse in Muar, 
Johor, and later took over Lim Nee Soon’s rubber 
factory. Naming it Lee Rubber Group, he also 
acquired plantations as other rubber firms folded. 
By the 1940s his empire stretched across
Singapore, Malaya, Thailand and Indonesia,
with 2,000 administrative staff and over 30,000 
workers on more than 700,000 acres of rubber 
and pineapple plantations. He chaired OCBC from 
1938 till his death in 1967, and also set up Lee 
Foundation in 1952.

Lim Nee Soon [1879-1936]
Born in Singapore, Lim Nee Soon’s first job was 
with a timber merchant. He became an assistant 
manager in Tan Chor Nam’s rubber estate in 1904, 
and then the first general manager for 
Sembawang Rubber Plantations, set up by
Tan Chay Yan and others, in 1910.
   A year later, he resigned to start his own 
business, converting large tracts of gambier
and pepper plantations in the Yishun-
Sembawang area to grow rubber and pineapples.
   He founded the Overseas Chinese Bank in
1919 with a few others. The town of Yishun is 
named after him, and rubber trees from
former plantations are still visible in Yishun Park.

Tan Chay Yan [1817-1916]
The grandson of Tan Tock Seng started the first 
rubber plantaton on 40 acres of his Malacca 
property in 1896. In 1898, he expanded to Singapore, 
establishing various plantations with Lim Boon Keng 
and Lee Choon Guan. Mr Tan used his fortune to 
support medicine and education, donating S$15,000 
for a building which is today part of the Singapore 
General Hospital. There is also a street named after 
him in Tiong Bahru.

Tapping
growth

TIMELINE
RUBBER PIONEERS
Many a businessman made his fortune from rubber, the first
commodity to be traded here. Their legacy continues to be
felt today, through their businesses and philanthropic efforts.

1877
Rubber seedlings arrive
 at Botanic Gardens at Botanic Gardens

1879
 Economic Gardens established,
  with Henry Ridley overseeing it

1888
  The pneumatic tyre is invented,
   increasing global demand for rubber

1911
Singapore becomes the hub for
   the world rubber industry
       and trade

1914
Henry Ford
begins mass
production of
cars in US, boosting
demand for rubber further

1932-1934
Global economy collapses;

rubber prices tumble to 
all-time low. An international 

agreement is signed to 
curtail new planting

1940s
The Japanese control
rubber production during
WWII, leading to the
accelerated growth of the 
synthetic rubber industry

Often forgotten, the rubber sector in
Singapore has been cast in the limelight
after it was revealed that the Botanic 
Gardens’ role in plant research and
rubber cultivation were major factors in 
the gardens becoming a Unesco World
Heritage Site. BT looks at how the rubber 
plantation industry began in Singapore, and 
its impact beyond itself. BY ANDREA SOH
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� Top three consuming  
 countries (in this order):  
 China, India, US
� Natural rubber has high  
 tensile strength and is  
 resistant to wear and  
 tear, and hence a  
 popular choice in the  
 manufacturing of tyres
� Synthetic rubber is
 more resistant to  
 abrasion, heat and  
 effects of ageing,  
 commonly
 used as
 insulation
 for electrical
 devices
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