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About Thian Hock Keng

-

Thian Hock Keng was built in 1840 along
Telok Ayer Street, a bustling meeting point
among min (&) businessmen and an
important congregation point for Hokkiens.
Upon the completion of Thian Hock Keng,
southbound immigrants who had just landed
or northbound immigrants heading back
to China would always stop by the temple
facing the waterfront to pray for calm waves
and a safe journey.

The construction of Thian Hock Keng signified
the transformation of an immigrant society to
one that planted its roots. The temple, hailed
to be the biggest building island-wide then,
took many years of sweat and toil and heavy
financial commitments to complete. It was

also deemed to be the religious centre for
the Chinese community at that time. Today,
although Thian Hock Keng is primarily a min
temple, its worshippers are not limited to
min descendants. It has transcended dialect
boundaries and worshippers are from all
walks of life.

Thian Hock Keng is a rare temple that
encompasses Taoism, Buddhism and
Confucianism. In addition to its main deity,
Goddess of the Seas, other deities include
Goddess of Mercy and Confucius. Over the
years, it has continued to attract devotees
of different dialect groups and is especially
crowded during birthday celebrations of
deities.
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OUR ORIGINS

During the 19th century, the then colonial government
required massive manpower to develop Singapore.
That opened up opportunities for the Chinese. Many
travelled by sea south from Fujian. They brought
with them their faith, heritage and culture. For a safe
voyage, they paid homage to the Goddess of the Seas,

Mazu, which saw the surge in the number of local

temples worshipping Mazu. Worship of Mazu could also

be traced to Chinese of different dialect groups.
19120 2 [E] B 3¢ £ T HEIA AT INGE i BRI B | TLAR A A AR
Drawing in the 19th Century that shows boats from Xiamen known as

Da Fu Chuan (JAFMR) arriving in Singapore Amongst the biggest group of new immigrants were

those of Fujian descent. Their thriftiness, tenacity and
prudence laid the foundation for a thriving trading port
and construction of infrastructure. Many built up their

wealth between 1830s and 1840s.

Philanthropic Spirit of Our Forefathers

As more Fujians arrive, the community leaders decided
to come together to build Thian Hock Keng to worship
Mazu. Between 1828 to 1829, 3 Chinese, Cowee
Toang, Sim Loo-ah and Sim Hoon, bought 3 parcels of
land (Lease No. 591, 592, and 593) from the colonial
government which were subsequently sold to other

Chinese.

By 1838, Tan Tock Seng had purchased these
land parcels from the owners, and together
with 5 other land parcels purchased,
including Lease No. 1510 and 1511 (see Land
Acquisition & Fund Raising Efforts), he led
the Chinese to build Thian Hock Keng.

In 1839, construction of the temple started. More than
400 companies and individuals donated generously
towards its construction at a cost of 37,000 Spanish
dollars®. Tan Tock Seng and Si Foo Kee donated the
largest sum of 3,074 Spanish dollars and 2,400
Spanish dollars respectively. The smallest sum recorded
on the stone stele indicated it was $24.

It was a temple that belonged to all and symbolised the
centre of power of not just the Fujians but the bigger

Chinese community.

* Spanish silver dollar was the first currency used worldwide in the 17th and 18th century because of the important commercial routes across the Atlantic and the Pacific, and because of the quality
and purity of silver in the coin [R Woodcock, 2009;T. J. Osborne, 2012]. It was the principle measure of exchange and the basis of pecuniary contracts in North America then [J. Powell, 2005].
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Cowee Toang

132 593

Lease 593

26 May 1827

Sold by East India Co.

to Sim Hoon

Bought by Tan Tock Seng in 1838

32 592

Lease 592
26 May 1827

Sold by East India Co.

to Sim Loo-ah

Bought by Tan Tock Seng in 1838
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Lease No 593
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Land purchased by Sim Hoon
from East India Company on

26 May 1828. He later sold this
land parcel to Tan Cho on 5 May
1832, who subsequently sold it
to Tan Tock Seng in 1838.

Lease 591

26 May 1827

Sold by East India Co.
to Cowee Tong
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Lease No 592
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Land purchased by Sim Loo-ah

from East India Company on
26 May 1828. He later sold this
land parcel to Chen Ling on 5
May 1832, who subsequently
sold it to Tan Tock Seng in 1838.

LAND ACQUISITION & FUND RAISING EFFORTS
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The inscription on the stele in

Thian Hock Keng records the pioneer leaders
including Tan Tock Seng, and their donations.
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Lease No 591
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Land parcel purchased by Cowee

Toang from East India Company
on 26 May 1828.
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These 2 stone steles were installed in the temple in 1850
to record how the temple was started and it was through
donations that the temple was completed in 1840.
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The stele records that the
temple was built to worship
Mazu, Heavenly Sage Guan,
Heavenly Sage Bao Sheng, and
Goddess of Mercy. The temple
was to serve the clansmen and
Singapore Chinese Community.
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The title deed shows the signature of Tan Tock Seng. This land
parcel was originally purchased by Zeng He Sheng (% i14£) in
1833. He sold it to Tan Tock Seng in 1839 for the purpose of
building Thian Hock Keng.



NEFE=E

XEERETESZSTAEIEHNFNK, HEAA
HEMB, L, RIEMZTREERN, BE
MBI E—F (HAILFER ) AUEZL,
BATHRSEEED, MARREERE,
REEEMRE, ERAEHARNEDL, HiE
FE. i, HEBEF. HE. EB. ®kEE
FHE, AHEHRMRS.

19155 K, REEFRERMS—EEY &
AREEE, 1916F, REERXEER
WA ERREMR, AEBARBESEER
=18

19064, BEEHMFEHPEFSES ( AHM

WHhEDES ) MR, EHNAECRET

EE?ET EREQIEEBINNEAR, IF,
BEHATH ZEMHFFL,

ERZEKIILR

ETENLTEE, FNEEESIEAREBSH
&8 T,k F#813$6,500,000, XA EIEE
FYHEFER

. 19815 B EFXHAEE, TEZW,
#H. $550,000

. 19985 R =FREEXEBEETIE,
#H: $3,800,000

c 2011 FHR+Z=ZAAMBEIRE,
M. $2,200,000

P aiky

FROM TEMPLE TO HUAY KUAN

Thian Hock Keng was built by the Fujians during
the waves of migration of Chinese labourers. Its
commitment was to serve all the Chinese, and not
only Fujians. At that time the Huay Kuan operated
from Hua Yi Xuan (the current building that housed
Confucius). When completed, it was the centre of
power for the Chinese Community. Thian Hock Keng
served the community in terms of accommodations,
jobs, social welfare, education, marriage solemnisation,
funeral services amongst many others.

Towards the end of 1915, works were carried out to
extend the right wing of the temple and another house
into a new building for Huay Kuan. In 1916, Thian
Hock Keng was exempted by the colonial government
from registration and was renamed Thian Hock Keng
Hokkien Huay Kuan.

In 1906, with the formation of the Singapore Chinese
Chamber of Commerce, the power base of the
Chinese Community started to shift from Thian Hock
Keng Hokkien Huay Kuan to the new organization.
Thereafter, Thian Hock Keng devoted its efforts to

promote charity and education.

The Journey Continues

Over the last few decades, Singapore Hokkien Huay
Kuan has funded more than $6.5 million for the
restoration and repair works of the monument. This

excludes maintenance costs incurred annually.

« 1981 Restoration of east and west wings,

and installation of ancestral halls. Cost:

$550,0000

+ 1998 3-year major restoration of temple. Cost:
$3,800,000

« 2011  12-month detailed repair works for the
temple: $2,200,000
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Our Achievements

. 1973 Gazetted by the Singapore Government as a National
Monument

+ 2001 Architectural Heritage Awards
6th SIA Architectural Design Awards
SIA-ICI Dulux Colour Awards (Silver)
UNESCO Asia-Pacific Heritage Awards for Cultural Heritage

Conservation (Honourable Mention)

The construction of Thian Hock Keng signified the transformation of an
immigrant society to one that had its roots planted solidly in Singapore.
Today, Thian Hock Keng transcends race, religion and dialect boundaries.
Its visitors and worshippers come from all over the world and all walks of life.
It is a rare “living” monument that reflects our society and development.
It is apt to describe Thian Hock Keng as an oasis for all in modern-day

Singapore.
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