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Tracing the Roots of Heng San Teng
- presented at The 7th Singapore Hokkien Festival 2022
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Heng San Teng was one of the Singapore Hokkien community's-leading
organisations during the early 19th century. In conjunction with the
7th Singapore Hokkien Festival, “Tracing the Roots of Heng San Teng”
exhibition shall be bringing you back in time to trace the history of Heng
SanTengTemple over the centuries, through the lenses of three remaining
relics. These relics were the sole survivors of a fire that destroyed the
temple 30 years ago. One of them, a pair of couplets that used to don
the entrance of the temple, was brought back to Singapore from New
York just this year. Discover the significance of Heng San Teng through
this immersive exhibition and catch a glimpse of the lives of early settlers

in Singapore.

PRBEMISE, FHEMEATIENEXERFFE
Part of the Chinese texts in this publication is in

Traditional Chinese in a bid to present its original form.
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Heng San Teng was located along Silat Road and sat atop a hill
in Tiong Lama in present-day Kampong Bahru, right opposite the
Singapore General Hospital. Situated within this vicinity were three
other temples: a Hindu temple, a Sikh temple, and a Buddhist
temple, which gave a sense of franquil sacredness to the hills.

Genesis of Heng San Teng

After the arrival of Stamford Raffles in
1819, fleets of Chinese sailboats began
to frequent the port of Temasek, with
the first recorded direct voyage taking
place in 1821. Along with cargoes of silk
and fea, came Southern China migrants
who, plagued by difficult living conditions
back home, came to Singapore in search
of better lives. The Chiang Chew (i&
M) and Chuan Chew (FW) merchants
who had well established themselves in
Malacca, also came down south to seek
out business opportunities. The Hokkien
population in Singapore swelled within
years. Organising burial as part of social
services became imminent. See Hootf Kee,
a prominent Malaccan Chinese leader,
made a public appeal to the community
which led to the establishment of Heng
San Teng. L
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The main deity worshipped at Heng San
Teng is Tua Pek Kong (A{AZ, literally
“The Grand Uncle”). On his left was the
“City God" (IHf£354Y). On his right sat the
Goddess of Childbirth (jE4EIRIR)". There
is also a small room designated for the
ancestral tablets. Facing the courtyard
stood plagues and steles with engraved
records of the donors and the genesis of
the temple.
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Heng San Teng Couplets

The original pair of wooden couplets with
carved frames (far left photo) used to
adorn the entrance of Heng San Teng.
They were removed from the temple
before the fire on 11 May 1992. The new
couplets shown in the photo (left) were
donated in 1989 by a devotee, Teo Kek
Chai (5K58%2). The original Heng San Teng
couplets are currently being restored and
kept with Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan.

Journey of the Couplets:

The Heng San Teng temple located along Silat Road in Bukit Merah is recerded to have
existed before 1828. The temple was engulfed by fire 30 years ago on 11 May 1992, and
gazetted for demolishment in 1994. In 2019, Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan learned that
the original Heng San Teng couplets had been kept by a Singapore-American collector
in New York. Although they survived the fire, they were slightly damaged by water during
a hurricane hit New York. The couplets were subsequently refurbished in 2022, while
retaining their weathered pating, so as to invoke a sense of history and the passage of time.

Details of the Couplets:

This pair of couplets contains embedded texts within the symmetrical prose,

and is read top down, starfing with the right side. The right board reads: “heng

de fian bo quan en liu yi yu”, and explains the attainment of sainthood due to

the deity’'s eternal virfues, and that his meritorious deeds have bestowed blessings

upon many foreign lands. The left board reads: “shan ling zhen gong wei hua bei

zhong hua”, and talks about the deity blessing the sacred hills and promoting the

Chinese culture. The characters “heng shan” (fELL, eternal hills) and “Bo Gong"”

(fBZ, Grand Uncle), informed the temple’'s name and its main deity, and were

embedded within the texts of the couplets. & ;
A
D

The prose reflected the aspirations of early migrants whereby they looked to the
benevolence of deities for protection while they toiled temporarily in foreign lands. =
The year was not inscribed on this couplet, but based on a lab paint analysis report, 0
they were believed to have dated back to the late Qing Dynasty period.
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The Five Articles on the
Reconsideration of the
Protocols in Heng San Teng
temple

Custom made in 1836 (the 16th year of
Qing dynasty Emperor Daoguang), this
wooden plagque was hung on the left
wall of Heng San Teng's inner main hall.
The original plagque is currently safekept
with the Singapore Lam Ann Associafion.

Journey of the Wooden Plaque:

“The Five Articles on the Reconsideration of the Protocols in Heng San Teng Temple” is an
important artefact in the study of early social organisation and cemetery management
in colonial Singapore. According to the Arficles, Heng San Teng at that time already
had a system set up to manage the use, maintenance and collection of fees of the
temple. The Arficles also included strict rules banning gambling and smoking of opium
on its premises, where transgressors will be handed over to the police. The five Articles
pointed to the collective strength of the Hokkien community in Singapore then and the
emphasis on good management and discipline by early Hokkien leaders.

Five Articles on the Reconsideration
of the Protocols in Heng San Teng Temple

First Article

It was a tradition during Qingming Remembrance Day to host guests before the rituals,
yet the banquets often ended in conflicts; so much so that no one wished to become the
event master (JP3E). After discussions, it was decided that the feast was no longer necessary
and the offerings used in the rituals be given to the event master and the donors (3LZR) for
distribution. Divine moon blocks (£2#£) will be used for the selection of the new event master
and donors.



Second Article

During the Seventh Month Hungry Ghost Festival (FrcEif), praying is only fo be conducted
from 4pm to 7pm, to avoid causing inconvenience fo the spirits.

Third Article

During the Mid-Autumn Festival, the event master has to donate money and prepare offerings
for the Gods. Thereafter, he can keep the offerings on his premises where donors are entitled
to the blessings of the offerings with donations. Any remaining funds after expenses will then
be handed over to the monks to fund annual tfemple expenditures. As for the management
of the cemetery, there should be frequent inspections and patrolling day and night, so as
fo prevent destruction by wild animals. Failure to comply with the protocols may lead to
disciplinary action being faken, including public investigation and expulsion.

Fourth Article

During Qingming Remembrance Day, the Seventh Month Hungry Ghost Festival, and Mid-
Autumn Festival, gambling dens are prohibited within and outside the temple. The monks
are not fo sell opium or set up opium dens around the temple. Those who fail to comply will
be handed over o the police.

Fifth Article

The ritual expenses for Heng San Teng temple will come from donations collected by monks
during every 1st and 15th day of the month in town. Each Chinese vessel with Chiang Chew
(i&M) and Chuan Chew (ERH) sailors onboard will be required to donate a sum of money
and fund temple expenses. Other ships such as those from Siam (Thailand), Annam (Indo-
China) and double-decker ships, regardless of vessel size, so long as the ships belong to
Chiang Chew (&) and Chuan Chew (RM) owners, donations will be collected. As for
the rest of the ships, the donation amount is at their own discretion. Lastly, local ships are
required fo make an annual one-fime donation to the temple funds. If the ship owner fails to
comply, crew members on board will not be granted burial services at the Heng San Teng
cemetery, and any attempts to do so will be stopped by the monks onsite.

Any persons of Chiang Chew (&) and Chuan Chew (RM) origin who wish to be buried
at the Heng San Teng cemetery must first obtain approval from the duty event master,
and'submit it to the monk for verification. Those who fail to provide the aforementioned
documents will be denied burial services.



BUFXE2

BIFEFPRNEE, SFEHFNERBRILEMR, BFRXER. LR
WEES N, AMHETERIE. 1992 FEIISHAKGE, BEHXBED
EEERERDTELER, THLEERERMRE, BAME! KXREF, 8
WKALKBEER—FEERIETENET, E=ALSRENS=EN

REES,

BEEMS (KAL)  REMEARIRFEIT—HRAFERNTEMHA
Z—, BEIMEANEIRIPH, KMEARBEENZIRNA "BEE" | &
EIERZEIMEARBHINERSE, RIUEBEAX. 2B, 2E, ZRIF
FREMNEENE. EEESAEMTRFR. VE. BRURESILF

&
~Fo




ga |

Heng San Teng Tua Pek Kong

Journey of the Tua Pek Kong Statue

The shrine at the center of the main hall of Heng San Teng was dedicated to Tua Pek Kong
or literally, “The Grand Uncle”. Tua Pek Kong's formal fitle is “The Righteous God of Good
Fortune and Virtue” (f8f&1E#). On his left was the “City God” (#E352Y). On his right sat
the Goddess of Childbirth ((E4IRIE).

Heng San Teng was devastated in a 1992 fire, however, the Tua Pek Kong statue
miraculously survived. After this incident, devotees increasingly believed in the divine
powers of the deity. Tua Pek Kong was moved to Kim Lan Beo in Kim Tian Road after the
fire and has since been blessing devotees there.
® ¥ g

L€ "'-4:", .:F! ‘' ¢ tﬁ%i“ With regard to the origins and identities of

el S T, 3 Tua Pek Kong, there were various studies
and observations among scholars. In
a 1940 article, Han Huaizhun & #8
suggested that Tua Pek Kong was a deity
unique to Southeast Asia. He surveyed the
diverse sources of the Tua Pek Kong belief,
and concluded that although the god
was first mentioned in Chinese records as
early as the Song dynasty, he was a Sino-
Malay deity whose name came from the
Malay word “Tokong,” meaning temple.
In summary, early scholars concluded that
Tua Pek Kong was either a localised Sino-
Malay deity unique to Overseas Chinese or
a Sinicised tutelary deity akin to the Chinese
Earth God (E3E4Y). There were also others
who believed that Tua Pek Kong should not
be viewed as a monolithic standardised
belief system. Instead, it could be seen
as a mullifaceted religious belief system
combining diverse elements of Chinese
religious tradition and local practices in the
Southeast Asia region.

(Chia, Jack Meng-Tat,“Who is Tua Pek Kong? The
Cult of Grand Uncle in Malaysia and Singapore”.
Archiv Orientdini 85 (2017): 439-460.)
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The Heng San Teng stele was erected in
1830 (the 10th year of the Qing Emperor
Daoguang) on the left side of the main
hall. It was destroyed in the 1992 fire.
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The Heng San Teng stele installed in 1830 was an important cultural artefact for
learning about the early Chinese community before it was destroyed in the 1992
fire. The inscription has 175 characters, mainly chronicling the genesis for the
construction of Heng San Teng and the names of its donors. From the stele, we
know that:

(1) In 1830, the area around the Heng San Teng temple was already a cemetery,
and there was no more space for new tombs.

(2) The Heng San Teng temple was built after the establishment
of the cemetery. In other words, the cemetery came before the temple.
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Heng San Teng Stele
In the 19th century, Nanyang's economy was booming, it was a place with a strategic
geographical location and rich resources, allowing for better standards of living and
endless learning opportunities for talents. These led to the exponential growth of the
migrant population.

However, while toiling away and reaping the rewards of their hard work, their homeland
remains far away. If one does succeed, one brings honour to their family and ancestors.
However, if they don't, they will just breathe their last breath here in this foreign land. At
the Heng San (Eternal Hills), they chanced upon large plofs of empty and uninhabited
lands, and ridges, which were very suitable for the building of a cemetery. Previously,
after passing on, the remains of migrants would be sent back to their hometowns for
burial, but the journey was long and their families could not plan a proper funeral and
offer sacrifices for him in time. If afterlife arrangements are not handled well, one might
become a wandering soul, which is regrettable. Fortunately, a group of upright and
selfless individuals collectively supported the idea of building a cemetery at the foothill
of Heng San for these immigrants. Due to their generosity, the immigrants finally have a
place of rest in Nanyang, which also allows for their future generations to give offerings
to them annually.
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About Thian Hock Keng

Thian Hock Keng, built in 1840 along Telok Ayer Street, was an important
congregation point for Hokkiens in Singapore. Located just along the
coastline then, it was often the first port of call for devotees who had
just safely reached the shores or who were bound for arduous journeys,
to offer their thanks and prayers to the main deity of the temple, the
Goddess of the Seas, Ma Zu.

The completion of Thian Hock Keng, one of the largest complexes
in Singapore at the time, was testament to the dedication and
commitment of our forefathers towards social causes. With its stature
and centrality in the Chinese community, Thian Hock Keng franscends
dialect boundaries and is revered by worshippers from all walks of life.

Religiously, Thian Hock Keng is influenced by Taoism, Buddhism and
Confucianism. Taoism is represented by its main deity, the Goddess of
the Seas and a few other legendary Gods. Buddhism is represented by
the Goddess of Mercy (Bodhisattva of Compassion); and Confucianism
is represented by the worshipping of Confucius as a God. The temple is
especially colourful during birthday celebrations of deities.
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MAEIXEEEMSE?

How to activate Thian Hock Keng virtual tour?

1. EAMARIME, A QR BENXEENENBRERF.

Scan QR code at the five hotspots to access Thian Hock Keng web app.
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2. FENENRERZE, BEFIEER.
After launching the web app, rotate your mobile device to landscape
orientation.

3. EEREHRIFES.
Select your preferred language.

WELCOME TO

THIAN HOCK KENG

Select @ language to begin.

4. FIRARKRXESEEKSE.

Begin your journey into lesser-known stories of Thian Hock Keng.
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Before & After

My Location

Rate Us
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XESMENABREFHEIE
Thian Hock Keng Web App in Development
VizzioRHX A BRARFIBCEE AN, BRESERNMGEHL
@® Vizzio Technologies deployed the latest LIDAR scanner to digitise Thian Hock
Keng's architecture

2HREARREENENHER
Thian Hock Keng app developer
hard at work

XEBERZ=

Thian Hock Keng's Point Cloud
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