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The Story of Two Brother Poets

An American Studies scholar unravels a decades-old mystery
surrounding a bone fragment and uncovers a brotherly bond

from beyond the grave. Michelle Heng has the story.

“I' held the arm bone in my hand,
And let my warm tears fall;
My brothers were slain at Ponggol Beach,
My brothers Peter and Paul.”

Excerpt from “I Found A Bone”
by Teo Kah Leng

When American Studies scholar, Dr Eriko
Ogihara-Schuck, embarked on the prover-
bial journey of a thousand miles to find out
all she could about the elusive poet behind
FM.S.R" - widely acknowledged as one of
the first notable works of English poetry by
aSingaporean writer - little did she suspect
that herresearch would unravel the mystery
of notjust one but two long-forgotten poets.

Ultimately, this would set in motion a
chain of events that would turn the dregs
of a family’s painful war-torn past into a
serendipitous “reunion” of two talented
brother-poets? and the publication of two
unique collections of poetic works.

The Search Begins

Dr Ogihara-Schuck, a Japanese national
who teaches American Studies and Japa-
nese at Technische Universitat Dortmundin
Germanywhere she resides with her Ger-
man husband, first chanced upon FM.S.R.3
when she answered a call in December
2012 for academic papers by the late Pro-
fessor Tatsushi Narita, a specialist on the
works of the Anglo-American modernist
poet T.S. Eliot.*

On perusing £ M.S.R. at the British
Library, shewas intrigued how this 10-part
poetic narrative about a train journey
from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur on the
Federated Malay States Railways (FMSR])
took inspiration from T.S. Eliot's seminal
work, The Waste Land,® using it as a liter-
ary vehicle to call for the advancement of
Malayan modernism.®

Herinitialidea to turn to Japan for her
research was shelved upon discovering that
much ground on the Japanese reception of
T.S. Eliot had already been covered.” So she
turned to the literary works of her “second
home”, Singapore - where she had spent
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(Facing page) Finding Francis: A Poetic
Adventure and / Found A Bone and
Other Poems were published in 2015
and 2016 respectively by Ethos Books.
(Right) Staff of the Holy Innocents’
English School in 1937. Teo Kah Leng
is the third person from the left of the
back row. Courtesyofthe Archives ofthe
Brothers of 5t Gabriel House in Rome.
(Far right) Photo of Teo Kah Leng
takeninfront of Holy Innocents’ English
Schoolc. late 1940s-early 50s. Courtesy
of Anne Teo.

her teenage years from 1988 to 1994 when
her father, a former Panasonic employee,
was based here.

Her interest in republishing FM.S.R.
and making it available to the public grew.
However, the endeavour was fraught with
problems from the very start as FM.S.R.
was an “orphan work", and republishing it
would not be possible unless its copyright
status could be verified. No biographical
information about the author, Francis P.
Ng, could be found and the premises of the
book's London publisher had been bombed
during World War II.

On probing further, Ogihara-Schuck
unexpectedly discovered that “Francis P.
Ng” was actually a pseudonym® and that
the poet’'s real name was Paul Teo Poh
Leng, a primary school teacher who was
bornin Singapore in 1912. She found this
vital piece of information in “The Song
of the Night Express”, the seventh sec-
tion of . M.S5.R. that had been published
separately as a poem in the Spring 1937
issue of the British literary journal, Life
and Letters To-day’

This breakthrough discovery of the
poet’s real identity enabled Ogihara-
Schuck to gather further information about
the author while working at her desk in
Germany. Tapping the National Library
Board’s online resource, NewspaperSG,
she found quite a few newspaper articles
with his name.

Help also came from several other
sources. Tim Yap Fuan, the Associate
University Librarian at the National Uni-
versity of Singapore, tracked down Teo
Poh Leng's essays that had appeared in
the Raffles College Union Magazine (Teo
was a student of the college between 1931
and 1933); and the University of Chicago's
archives shared with her a letter that Teo
had sentto an American poetry magazine
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in 1931. But no further details of Teo could
be traced following the publication of his
last essay in the Raffles College Union
Magazine in 1941.

Undaunted, Ogihara-Schuck flew to
Singapore in the summer of 2014 to do
further research. The full details of her
astonishing discovery are documented in the
article “Onthe Trail of Francis P.Ng: Author
of EM.S.R."inVol. 10Issue 4 (Jan-Mar 2015)
of BiblioAsia, the quarterly journal published
by the National Library, Singapore.”®

What happened subsequently is the
stuff of detective fiction novels. Journalist
Akshita Nanda picked up on the BiblioAsia
article, contacted Ogihara-Schuck and
followed up with areport on the Japanese
academic’s search for a pioneering Singa-
porean poet who had disappeared during
World War ll. The article, published in The
Straits Timeson 22 February 2015 would
ultimately lead to a series of startling
discoveries and, eventually, a touching
family reunion.

The Brother-Poets

The Straits Times article headlined “Do
you know Teo Poh Leng?” jogged the
memory of a reader by the name of Samuel
Chia. He contacted the reporterto tell her
about his childhood recollection of a poem
titled “I Found A Bone”, penned by a poet
named Teo Kah Leng, then a teacher at
the Holy Innocents” English School. Chia
had correctly guessed that Poh Leng was
Kah Leng's brother due to the similarity
of their names. He further suspected that
Poh Leng was one of the two brothers,
"Peter and Paul” mentioned in the final
line of “I Found A Bone”, who had died
during the Japanese Occupation.

Peter was the Christian name of Teo
Kee Leng, the elder brother, while Poh
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Leng (whose Christian name was Paul)
was the youngest sibling. Kah Leng himself
had escaped the same fate because he
was not at home when his brothers were
hauled away by the Japanese soldiers.

Chia, a former pupil at St Gabriel's
School, which was then a sister-school of
the Holy Innocents’ English School, was
too young to read the entire poem but he
recalled being drawn to “| Found A Bone”
becauseitwas accompanied by an attrac-
tive illustration of a tranquil landscape
with coconut trees framing a beach. The
poem, with the drawing, was published
in the 1955 issue of the Holy Innocents’
English School Annual.?

Chia had asked his sister to read the
poem for him - its memorable themes of
loss and despair in a war-ravaged Singa-
pore touched him deeply - and etched in
his mind both the poem and its poet for
the next few decades.

The haunting poem about a manwho
found his brother’s arm bone fragment at
Punggol beach was one of the few clues
linking Teo Kah Leng and Teo Poh Leng
as brothers. Sadly, it also confirmed
the latter’s death during the Sook Ching
massacre at the onset of the Japanese
Occupation - Punggol beach was one of
the sites where Chinese men had been
slain by Japanese soldiers.”

This was something that Ogihara-
Schuck had earlier surmised; all traces
of Teo Poh Leng seemed to have vanished
after the fall of Singapore in 1942. As an
English-speaking teacher, Teo Poh Leng
was most likely a target of the Sook Ching,
which saw many thousands of Chinese
males being executed for their perceived
anti-Japanese stance.™

When Ogihara-Schuck was told about
the provenance of the poem “I Found A
Bone” and the possible connection between
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I FOUND A BONE “My brother stood upon my right —
i s A [riend he was 1o ol
by K L Tee He leamed a livtke om ey side,

And mieely whispered, ‘Paul’,
1 foiind & bone i Ponjgol Beick
Half busiad in the snd
And blmched as whine by the v and sun
1 pickied i with my haned.

Five altugeibier told;

“1 had a hope, for life Is hope,
My days were young and fair;
1 hasl Gith in felllewman,”
The arm bone did declare.

“Bu thes there came a fapelul day
T shatier hope and faith;

“Twas Mineveen humdred fomy-rwo,
Febsrusry rwenty-cighth.

I beard & vaice rephy:

And Cabrury is migh"

“Bartarian borde had overmes
This fair and sunsy isle:

Theey becidell s s fiienals of niine
Liks 2 pack of creatures. vk,

“A luile dream was bope in life,
Asad fuigh in Bellowmen?

We're deiven like \hrrp o Pongpol foo
Aned mever heand again.

“They strusg w cach 10 esch in & lioe,
‘Wit kands behind e ried.

And sorerched us on the sandy beack
T Face the rising ride.

“He hadl o wike and children small,

1 wian my mother’s youngest san,

Aend wher was blind wnd old.

“Whkere was the other brother of mbne?
Him voo did those bruves sake?
Gouod Geod, keep bim from musdesous bands

Fea hin aned mother's sake!

“Is this the way of faith and hop®"
| mveneered in my breatks

“Must guiltlon blood be muade ba cbb
I suchs inglorious deachi”

*1 smn the way af life, your Hope.'

"Know | am hangisg on a cress,

“A machine gun spat a volley long.
A beulber whireed chrosgh me.

A | was dragped down bey 1he line
That drepged belore the wea.

=1 heard my beodier groan and die,
I beeard approsching Fect:
And ah! | felt the wekcome iteel
Thas sopped my hears 1o baeat,”

1 hield the arm bone in my hasd,
A ot sy warm tears il

My broghers were slain ar Ponggol Beach.
My beothers Perer and Paul.

Teo Kah Leng's poignant poem, “I Found A Bone”, was published in the Holy Innocents’ English School Annual in 1955. This pencil drawing of an idyllic seaside
landscape framed by coconut trees was firmly etched in the mind of Samuel Chia. He read the 22 February 2015 Straits Times article seeking the whereabouts of
the elusive author of FM.S.R. and provided the crucial link that Teo Kah Leng and Teo Poh Leng could be related, helping to solve a decades-long mystery about the

poet’s identity. Courtesy of Montfort Schools.

the two Teos, she knew she was on the brink
of making a new discovery. She was already
aware that Teo Poh Leng’s Christian first
name was Paul, and had deduced that “the
Chinese names Poh Leng and Kah Leng
sounded like a pair of siblings” names”."®
“I Found A Bone” contained another clue
to the hitherto missing piece of the puz-
zle: the poem included the fateful date, 28
February 1942, when Teo Poh Leng was
taken away by the Japanese.

Meanwhile another person was simi-
larly piqued by The Straits Times article.
This was Anne Teo, the daughter of Teo Kah
Leng. Her father had died in 2001 at the age
of 92. Who was this Japanese researcher
trying to track down her uncle? She con-
tacted Ogihara-Schuck and provided con-
firmation that Teo Poh Leng was indeed her
uncle and that he had fallen victim to the
Sook Ching massacre. As Anne had been
born after her uncle’s death, she could only
recall hearing about Uncle Poh Leng from
her father and relatives. Although una-
ware of his work as a poet, she somehow
instinctively knew that “Francis P. Ng” was
her uncle when she read FM.S.R.
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Aside from being privy to the fact that
“Francis” was Poh Leng's Christian middle
name and “Ng” was his mother’s surname,
theimagery of the Serangoon area portrayed
in FM.S.R. sounded familiar to Anne as she
had grown up in that district.

Finding Francis is Published

On learning of Ogihara-Schuck's plans to
republish FM.S.R, Anne Teo proposed a
collaboration with her on the project. She
also provided the much needed confirma-
tion that her uncle had been dead for more
than 70years, which meant that copyright
for the book had expired and now resided
in the public domain.

Another person who played a signifi-
cantroleinthisjourneywas the Singaporean
poet and literary activist, Alvin Pang, who
had been aware of A M.S5.R. more than
a decade before Ogihara-Schuck began
researching it. After being introduced to
the original 1937 edition of FM.S.R. - one of
five extant copies available in the world - by
former librarian Yenping Yeo of the National
Library, Singapore, in the early 2000s, Pang

approached several Singapore institutions
in the hope of creating awareness of this
long-forgotten poem.

Thus, when Ogihara-Schuck for-
tuitously turned to Pang for advice on the
republishing of £FM.S.R., he introduced her
to Fong Hoe Fang, the founder of Ethos
Books. Fong too was similarly enthused
by the discovery of this lost poet “who
was published on the same platform with
writers like Robert Frost and W.B. Yeats”,
and under his guidance, Finding Francis:
A Poetic Adventure, was published in
October 2015."

Finding Francisis indeed an apt title
for this volume of Teo Poh Leng's works,
reflecting the painstaking two-and-a
half-year mission that began in February
2013 and saw Ogihara-Schuck crossing
the globe from Germany to London and to
Singaporein her bid tounravelathreadin
Singapore’s literary history. What is even
more fascinating is that an obscure early
20th-century Singaporean poet could have
captured and engaged the imagination of
a foreigner such as Ogihara-Schuck - an
American Studies scholar of Japanese

descent who lives in Germany. Her only
link to Singapore was the six years she
spent as a teenager in Singapore.

For Ogihara-Schuck, the most ser-
endipitous part of her project was the
discovery of another pioneer Singaporean
poet -Teo Kah Leng - and the unpublished
manuscript of some 50 poems that his
daughter Anne had inherited upon his
death in 2001. A year after publishing
Finding Francis, Ogihara-Schuck and
Anne launched Teo Kah Leng's poetry
collection, / Found A Bone and Other
Poemsin August 2016, with Ethos Books
and the aid of a grant from the National
Arts Council.

The Redemptive Power of Poetry

For Anne Teo, the discovery of her late
uncle and his published poems was proof
that her father and his brother were bound
by their mutual love for verse.!” Juxtapos-
ing her father’s poems with that of her
uncle’s, she suggests that their brotherly
bonds rose above the tragedy of war and
the Japanese Occupation through the
redemptive power of forgiveness, as seen
in the poem “l Found A Bone™.'®

There are enough Christian motifs
in the poem to suggest this idea. It starts
and ends with Teo Kah Leng’s voice but
switches to the persona of his younger
sibling, Teo Poh Leng, in stanzas 12 and 13
as he recounts his tragic death at Punggol
beach: “I am the way of life, your Hope... /
Know | am hanging on a cross / And Calvary
is nigh”.
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