Two prestigious official positions, three esteemed plaques of honor, and a fleeting
directorship

Our grandfather, Yeo Cheow Kaw, alias Yeo Soo Seng/Yeo Tean Ann, held a unique

and intriguing place in the officialdom of Fujian Province during the early Republic of
China. With two official positions and three plaques of honor to his name, his story is
both fascinating and shrouded in mystery.

Twenty years ago, my sisters and | embarked on a journey to our hometown, visiting
Xiayang Village in Haicang, Fujian Province. As we explored our grandfather's former
residence, we finally laid eyes on the plaque our father had often spoken about. This
plaque, proudly displayed, bore the title "Industrial Director" of Fujian Province—a
prestigious acknowledgment bestowed upon our grandfather by President Yuan Shikai.

The title of 'Industrial Director' signified holding a position akin to today's provincial
commerce minister, marking a remarkable honor. However, delving into the archives for
our grandfather's biography yielded no records of him holding such a title. Historical
records from the late Qing Dynasty to the early Republic of China consistently pointed
to someone else occupying the directorship of Fujian Industry. The cloud of doubt
lingered until several years after the publication of "Our Grandfather Yeo Cheow Kaw",
when sporadic reports in Singapore newspapers from 1912 to 1913 unveiled the
narrative of our grandfather's brief tenure in the Chinese government.

The early 20th century was a tumultuous period in China, marked by regional strife and
conflicts between warlords. Provincial governments found themselves entangled in
conflicts with central powers in Peking (Beijing) and Nanking (Nanjing). In July 1912, the
first year of the Republic of China, Sun Daoren was appointed as the governor of Fujian
by Yuan Shikai. Our grandfather received his appointment via telegram, only to discover
upon arrival in Fuzhou in December 1912 that another person, Mr. Li Hui, had assumed
the directorship role. Grandfather stood in temporarily during Mr. Li's absence, calling
for overseas Chinese to contribute to industrial development and even pledged himself
to eight million dollars towards the building fund of Longyan Mining Rail.

As Sun Daoren was dismissed at the end of 1913, our grandfather's official career was
cut short, prompting his return to Rangoon.
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eral News from LatPo in Singapore, 1912-1913, reporting the office tenure




Earlier, upon his summons to Fujian, our grandfather began building a substantial villa
in Xiayang, anticipating a longer stay. After his return to Burma in 1914, he built a larger
villa in Kokhine, a suburb of Rangoon, expressing a commitment to stay permanently.
The Xiayang villa, adorned with the earliest plaque denoting his official title, narrowly
escaped destruction during the Cultural Revolution, thanks to the unwavering courage
of our cousin OonKang, residing in the villa then. We were told of the following
aptivating tale of courage in the Former Residence of Yeo Cheow Kaw.

The Red Guards clamored for OonKang to remove the stone tablet. Standing tall and
resolute, he boldly declared, "No, | won't take it down. What are you going to do?" The
atmosphere hung thick with tension, as the Red Guards, mere young boys, hesitated in
the face of Cousin OonKang's indomitable righteousness.

Finally, one of the Red Guards broke the silence, cautioning, "If you don't take it down,
you will have to cover the words with a piece of red cloth!" Unfazed, OonKang accepted
the challenge, responding with a determined, "All right!"

In this act of defiance, Cousin OonKang safeguarded the most crucial piece of material
evidence—a testament to our grandfather's official appointment. The stone tablet,
standing proudly on the lintel of the main entrance, remained unscathed, preserved
amidst the turbulent times.

Today in Yangon (Rangoon), the Yeo Clan Gongsi, Sit Teik Tong, displays a second
plaque, in gold, with "Director of Industry" inscription, together with another gold
plaque, designating our grandfather as the "Senior Advisor to the Governor Office."
Meanwhile, a third plaque, also declaring him as the "Director of Industry," once hungin
the Yeo's ancestral hall in Xiayang, was unfortunately lost during the land-reform period.

Thus, the legacy of our grandfather's official positions and honors lives on through these
plaques, bearing witness to a remarkable chapter in the history of Xiayang hometown
and our family.
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