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Tan Chin Tuan’s lifelong contributions to the banking industry indelible
Business Personality by Guo Shuzhen

Mention Tan Chin Tuan, who passed away yesterday, and those in the business circles would
recall his contributions towards the building of the OCBC group.

In fact, Mr Tan was also a political figure and an influential Chinese leader. After the war, he
served as member of the Singapore Advisory Council and helped in the rehabilitating of the
Singapore economy. In 1951, the British government appointed him the deputy president of the
Legislative Council, a position on par with that of the deputy governor of Singapore.



Only 25 when the OCBC was formed

Mr Tan was only 25 years old when the three Chinese banks merged to form the OCBC. He was
appointed the secretary and assistant manager in charge of Eastern Realty as well as the rubber
estates and other properties taken over by the newly formed bank. In 1939, he was promoted to
the managing director of Eastern Realty. He public influence grew when he was appointed
Municipal Commissioner of Singapore and acted as a bridge between the government and the
people.

In 1940, he served on the Passive Defence Council in its bid to stop the Japanese advancement
southwards. To ensure the bank’s survival, he worked closely with the then chairman, Lee Kong
Chian, to transfer the surplus deposits and cash to the British Finance Ministry and the Midland
Bank.

Before Singapore fell to the Japanese, the bank appointed Mr Tan the managing director and
formally put him in charge of establishing the bank’s headquarters in Chongging, China.

Mr Tan left Singapore for China, traveling through Indonesia and Australia. When he arrived in
Calcutta, he received news about the ailing Chinese government. Worried that the bank’s assets
might be seized by the Chinese authorities should the bank be headquartered in Chongging, he
eventually decided to go to India.

Decisive and astute banker

While we will never know what would have happen if OCBC had chosen to set up its
headquarters in Chongging instead of India, one thing remains clear- this episode highlighted Mr
Tan’s decisiveness and acumen. OCBC became the only bank to relocate its headquarters outside
of Malaya during the Japanese Occupation.

In 1945, after the war ended, Mr Tan returned to Singapore with the help of the British
government. Not only was he involved in the rehabilitating the colony, he was also faced with the
onerous task of rebuilding the OCBC.

One of the challenges faced by the bank at that time was the heavy losses incurred when the
British government declared the Japanese currency worthless. The vaults of OCBC were then
filled with useless currency and members of public seized the opportunity to pay off their debts
with ‘banana notes’. Nonetheless, OCBC was able to preserve its position as it had already
transferred most of its assets overseas.

Leading the bank through various stages in Singapore history

Mr Tan introduced reforms in the OCBC which improved its administrative efficiency. At the
same time, the bank also participated actively in community work. Under his stewardship, the
bank rode through various stages of Singapore history, including the waves of labour disputes in
the 1950s and 1960s.

The early progress and accomplishments of the OCBC cannot be separated from Tan Chin Tuan.
He became its managing director in 1942 and chairman in 1966. After relinquishing the position
of MD in 1972, he remained as chairman until his retirement in 1983.



Prior to his stepping down as MD, the OCBC group was already a conglomerate with 41 local
and overseas branches. Its stable of companies includes Fraser & Neave, Robinsons, Straits
Trading Company, Great Eastern Life and Raffles Hotel.

Fellow bankers on Tan Chin Tuan
Wee Cho Yaw, Chairman, UOB Group:

Tan Chin Tuan was already a very successful banker when | joined UOB in 1960. When the four
local banks joined to form the International Bank of Singapore (IBS), | had the opportunity to
work closely with him.

He was Singapore’s pioneer entrepreneur, spearheading the diversification of OCBC’s businesses
into insurance, manufacturing, and property development. If not for his painstaking effort of
establishing a system of interlocking shareholdings among the various businesses, the OCBC
group would not have become what it is today.

In January this year, | was invited to a tea session with Mr Tan. His clear mindedness and lucid
memory left a deep impression in me. When | requested his support for the Chinese Language
Fund, he obliged with a generous contribution of $500,000.

Cheong Choong Kong, Chairman, OCBC:

Tan Chin Tuan led the OCBC through the Second World War and turned it into a solid and
respectable institution. There is no way we can separate the man from the bank; Mr Tan will
always occupy a special place in the history of OCBC.

Lee Seng Wee, Director, OCBC

Tan Chin Tuan was at the helm of the bank from World War Two until the early 1980s. His
numerous far-sighted strategic investments had reaped substantial gains for the bank. | will
always remember how he led by example and stood by his principles. For that, we should all
learn from him.




