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An early history...
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OVERVIEW

 
 The story of Sembawang Country Club began in 1967 with the founding of a 9-hole 

golf course by the 42 Commando Brigade, British Royal Marines stationed at Dieppe 

Barracks. Today, it is a club affiliated to the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF). Though not 

much is known about its earliest years – including its original name – a few clues have been 

left behind by the club’s first newsletters, newspaper clippings and other memorabilia. Along 

with anecdotes from interviews with a dozen of the club’s first local members and long-time 

staff, Sembawang Country Club has pieced together an account of the club’s history for the 

first time.

 As we unravelled the story of the Club, we quickly realised that its history is 

inextricably tied to the story of the founding of modern Singapore – our nation’s leaders 

intended for the Club to serve more than just a recreational establishment for her armed forces. 

Sembawang Country Club played an important role in The Singapore Story. Utmost care has 

been taken to gather as many archival documents and oral accounts as possible. The voices 

represented in this piece primarily give the Singaporean version of events. These sources 

provide a glimpse into the Club’s significance over the years and its shifting raisons d’être 

under the changing ownership by different powers until it came under the leadership of the 

SAF in the early 1980s.

SEMBAWANG GOLF CLUB UNDER THE BRITISH FORCES

 On 7 January 1968, Singapore’s first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew was invited to 

officiate the opening of what he refers to in his memoirs as the ‘HMS Simbang’ golf course.¹ 

The course was located within a British air base which served as both a Royal Air Force 

station (RAF Sembawang) and a Royal Naval Air Station (HMS Simbang). Unfortunately, we 

¹  Lee Kuan Yew, From Third World to First: The Singapore Story, 1965-2000, Volume 2. 
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DID YOU KNOW?

 Why did the British build golf courses at their 

air bases all over the world? Indeed, all four that were 

built by the British in Singapore – Changi, Seletar, Tengah 

and Sembawang – had an accompanying golf course at 

one time or another. According to Sembawang Country 

Club’s first local Captain, LTC (Ret) Clarence Tan, the 

British forces stationed at an air base were given funds for 

the clearing and maintenance of its surroundings because 

the trees around it posed a potential fire hazard due to 

aircraft movement. Instead of putting the cleared land to 

waste, they built a golf course. In fact, the field cleared at 

HMS Simbang for the 5,351 yards-long golf course were 

carved from the remains of a former rubber plantation.

 It may come as a mystery to some as to why there was a continued British 

military presence in Singapore despite achieving independence in 1965. In essence, 

Singapore was then still very much dependent on the presence of British forces for defence 

and security. The SAF was in its infancy, and Singapore’s relationship with Malaysia 

remained tenuous after its separation in 1965. In addition, the military bases were 

contributing over 20% of Singapore’s Gross Domestic Product, employing at least 20,000 

people in Singapore.³

 The British Marines started the construction of the course prior to the July 1967 

announcement of a complete British military withdrawal from Singapore by the mid-1970s.  

Though Singapore was initially given the assurance that the pull-out would be carried out in 

phases to give her time to build her own defence forces, the withdrawal was later brought 

forward to 1971 due to Britain’s economic woes with the devaluation of the pound sterling.

4

²  Alex Josey, Golf in Singapore (Singapore: Asia Pacific Press, 1969), p. 130.
³  Omar, Marsita, and Fook Weng Chan, “British Withdrawal from Singapore,” 2007. Accessed March 22, 2016.
   http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/SIP_1001_2009-02-10.html.
   Lee Kuan Yew, From Third World to First: The Singapore Story, 1965-2000, Volume 2.4

were unable to find 

anyone to interview to 

provide more 

information concerning 

these early years when 

the course was under 

British management, 

especially because 

membership was then 

restricted to their forces 

and some UK-based 

civilians.²
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SEMBAWANG GOLF CLUB UNDER NZ FORCES MANAGEMENT

  With the impending withdrawal of British troops from Singapore, the tripartite 
Australia, New Zealand and United Kingdom (ANZUK) Force was created in 1971 as a 
temporary means of defending the region as part of the Five Power Defence Arrangements 
(FPDA) agreement. The New Zealand Force Southeast Asia took over the running of what 
was then called the Sembawang Golf Club. 

 Mr Saran, who has been working at the Sembawang Country Club since 1981 and other 
golf courses prior to that, remembers them well. “I never came across people like the New 
Zealanders and Australians. They were very, very friendly. When they had tournaments, they 
invited us to play with them.”

 CPT (Ret) Abdul Qayyum, the Club’s first local Assistant Manager, recalls many of the 
fun times spent with the New Zealand Force. “They were very good mixers and very jovial 
guys…they went all out to help you. And every time you had a social gathering, there was 
maximum participation by them.” 

 MAJ (Ret) Ralph Aeria, possibly the only current member whose family has enjoyed 
the Club’s facilities for 3 generations (his late father, a former Chief of Navy, was a member 
and so are his two sons), agrees. Of the ANZUK forces, he said, “When they would organise 
something or want to do something, it was from the heart. The aim was not who won or who 
lost. They went out there, organised something and had fun. No competitiveness.”

 During this period of ANZUK military presence, SAF officers were strongly 
encouraged to take up golf by their seniors, whether at Sembawang or at other golf courses 
such as the one in Tengah Air Base, where many local officers started playing. Even LG (Ret) 
Winston Choo, Singapore’s first Chief of Defence Force (CDF), was instructed to pick up the 
game by the Defence Minister at the time, the late Dr Goh Keng Swee, soon after he became 
Director of General Staff (later renamed Chief of Defence Force) in 1974.  

  “Col. Choo gets top job,” The Straits Times, 31 May 1974.5
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Playing golf became a kind of military duty since it enabled the SAF to facilitate interaction 
with foreign military and diplomatic visitors. In fact, as will be demonstrated later, it was Dr 
Goh Keng Swee’s foresight to push for more golfers in the SAF as a strategy which would 

strengthen Singapore’s capabilities in military diplomacy.  

 However, getting members of the SAF interested in golf was challenging at times. 

Some initially resisted playing for various reasons – sometimes due to lack of time to play or 

the perception that golf was an “old man’s game”. LTC (Ret) Clarence Tan recalls how the late 

Mr Pang Tee Pow, Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Defence, had encouraged him to 

take up the game on no less than 3 separate occasions. LTC (Ret) Tan, who eventually started 

golfing in 1975, had initially resisted the idea due to family commitments and the fact that he 

was already parachuting on the weekends.

 LTC (Ret) Lim Kwong Hoon from the Republic of Singapore Navy (RSN), who 

became the first Singaporean to serve in Sembawang’s Executive Committee as the Greens 

Member, remembers that because he was used to more competitive sports, he initially mistook 

the slower pace of the game as an indicator of its difficulty. He joined the Club in 1973 when 

he accompanied an old friend to the Club. On one occasion, he tried to hit a ball, missing it 

completely. He challenged himself to master the game which he did in only half a year, and 

has been playing golf ever since.
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THE EXPANSION OF THE CLUB AND BEGINNINGS OF SAF TAKEOVER

 In late 1975, the New Zealand Southeast Asia Force explored the option to expand 

Sembawang’s 9-holes to an 18-hole golf course. However, these plans were shelved due to a 

lack of funds. 

 In the early part of the following year, Dr Goh Keng Swee ordered LG (Ret) Winston 

Choo to build a proper 18-hole course at Sembawang, even while the New Zealanders were 

still running the Club. He considered Sembawang to be the most suitable course for expansion 

since the ones at Seletar and Changi Air Base were being given to civilians to manage, and 

because there was no potential for course expansion at Tengah due to space constraints. As we 

continue to unfold Sembawang’s history, it will become apparent that his orders stemmed 

from reasons related to defence building, in view of the eventuality of ANZUK withdrawal – 

just one of the many examples of Dr Goh’s forward planning abilities.

   David Grant, “How It All Came About,” The Business Times, 1 October 1977.6

A round of golf, circa 1975. Around this time, Sembawang Golf Club’s membership stood at less than 180. 
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Snippet of the article “How It All Came 

About” in The Business Times on 1 October 

1977 by Club Captain David Grant to mark 

the opening of the expanded golf course

   Ibid.7

 In the middle of 1976, talks to expand the course between the Singapore Armed Forces 
and the New Zealand management started.  LG (Ret) Choo spoke to the New Zealand 
Brigadier Lynn Smith to request the SAF to work with them to upgrade the course.

 As seen below, the press release on 1 October 1977 written by the then Club Captain 
Major David Grant described the intention to extend the existing golf course into one with an 
18-hole layout. The 18 holes became possible only because of the overwhelming efforts of a 
few SAF officers, working tirelessly to fulfil the vision of the then Defence Minister, Dr Goh 
Keng Swee. This expansion exercise demonstrated the creativity and resourcefulness of the 
SAF, in spite of her inexperience in course design and a tight budget.

7

 Dr Goh roped in COL (DR) (Ret) Jimmy How to work on the expansion project. At that 
time, Dr How, who was serving as the Navy Chief Medical Officer, was already a keen golfer.
According to Dr How, Dr Goh shared that he wanted to repurpose the grass at Amoy Quee 
Camp for the development of the course since the land at Amoy Quee would be used to grow 
pineapples. Dr How was also given access to the Istana’s Horticulture Officer, Mr Tan Chee 
Wee, who was not only able to provide advice on the types of grass that were suited to a golf 
course (since the late Mr Lee Kuan Yew played golf there), but could also provide the grass to 
Sembawang from the Istana’s nursery.
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 But even before working on the grass, the matter of the course layout had to be decided. 
Aerial photographs were taken and examined alongside topographic maps of the area to see 
how the land could best be used. LG (Ret) Choo and Dr How worked together to design the 
course, though neither had any real knowledge of course architecture. Moreover, hiring a 
professional architect was out of the question due to severe budget constraints. In that regard, 
Dr Goh came up with an ingenious plan to get an expert opinion through his extensive 
network.

 At that time, an international golf architect was in Singapore on a business trip. 
Unfortunately, his identity cannot be revealed as his anonymity was promised. Dr Goh spoke 
to Mr Woon Wah Siang, then-Chairman of JTC, who personally knew this professional 
architect. LG (Ret) Choo was able to invite him to lunch at Sembawang. At the end of the 
meal, LG (Ret) Choo turned to him, pulled out the aerial photograph of the course that he and 
Dr How had worked together on and said, “Can you give us your views?”. The architect 
replied, “I haven’t got very much time and it’s very hard to give you my inputs unless I walk 
the course.” Without missing a beat, LG (Ret) Choo said, “Don’t worry.”

 A Land Rover was already on standby, equipped with tins of red and white paint in the 
boot. With all this preparation, the professional was given little chance to decline and was 
amicable enough to allow them to drive him around the course. Using the aerial photograph, 
he marked out areas of improvement. When he suggested, “Maybe you should move the green 
here,” out came the white paint to indicate the alteration. When he said, “This tree is in the 
way,” the tree was painted with a red ‘X’ which meant that it would have to be cut. With these 
recommendations, Dr How remembers that it was much easier to design the entire course, “He 
showed us the direction. Once you can see the way he thinks, the whole thing could be laid 
out.”

 That was how the first iteration of the 18 holes came to be, with the professional 
opinion of a renowned golf architect – at almost no expense – thanks to the brilliant mind of 
Dr Goh. The next step was to carry out the earthworks, which was done with the help of the 
Plant Section of SAF engineers under the command of COL (Ret) Gurcharan Singh. As part of 
their usual training, they cut hills and filled them again which was put to more productive use 
in the construction of the golf course. The core which formed the layer beneath the grass and 
sand of the greens came from pillboxes or defence bunkers which were installed by the British 
in the Second World War that they blew up from Changi beach.
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DID YOU KNOW?

 Sembawang’s golf course has always been 

described as a “Commando Course” because of the hilly 

landscape that forced players in the early days (when 

buggies did not yet exist) to walk up and down the terrain 

which was quite tiring. Even with caddies, it was not an 

easy course to traverse. Moreover, the undulating terrain 

made it a challenging course to play in, especially when 

your ball fell to the bottom of the hillocks.

 Because the golf course was a new development, Dr How personally went around to 
supervise the works and direct the men. 

Earthworks circa May 1977

 One aspect they 
had to adhere to was to 
try to ensure that the 
earth matched the 
features of the old 
course. For instance, it 
was very undulating 
and this involved quite 
a bit of earthmoving. 
They succeeded in 
keeping the same 
features of the course, 

and Sembawang was still called the Commando Course when it became an 18-hole course. 

 According to COL (Ret) Gurcharan Singh, the biggest challenge they faced was that the 
works started during very wet weather. The soldiers operating the equipment constantly dealt 
with machines that broke down and sank in the mud because of the soil. 
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 As for the grass, Dr How deemed it as the biggest challenge yet because of the 
uncertainty of whether it would grow. Though Dr Goh had initially thought that the grass at 
Amoy Quee Camp could be used for the expansion works, it was later found to be unsuitable 
for a golf course. Dr How purchased better quality cow grass in the truckloads from Johor that 
was more appropriate for the fairways.

 LG (Ret) Choo also requested Mr Tan Chee Wee from the Istana to lay a nursery to 
grow Serangoon grass for the greens as well, which were transplanted as carpet squares to 
Sembawang when they were ready. Two medics under Dr How, Staff Sergeants Murali and 
Suhu, facilitated the transportation and replanting of the grass for the greens and fairways. 
When the grass was laid out in June (one of the hottest months of the year), they quickly died. 
Dr How became extremely anxious as he considered how he was going to purchase more 
grass to replace the dull brown patches on the course. “One thing I learned from this lesson of 
growing grass is they’re very, very strange. They are very resilient.” When the rains came, all 
the fairways suddenly turned green. “We were all so happy!” he exclaimed.

 The grass was then flattened with rollers and cut to perfection. 

 Dr How remembers other issues that came up during the redevelopment of the course. 
“During that time, because of time constraints, our green wasn’t big enough as much as I 
know. I love the big greens, you know. They weren’t big greens and we just left it there.”

 The expansion of the course proved to be a great learning experience for everyone, and 
some like COL (Ret) Gurcharan Singh even went on to become professionals in the business 
of golf course design and construction.
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 The entire project was finished in July 1977 in just under 8 months with only $81,000,  
one platoon of engineers, 10 men from Khatib Camp, 2 Medics, and the help of Mr Tan Chee 
Wee. Most of the money was spent on purchasing sand and grass, and hiring lorries to 
transport them. 

 Perhaps to go along with the newly reconstructed course, a special general meeting on 
15 August 1977 resulted in the renaming of Sembawang Golf Club to Sembawang Country 
Club and the first Constitution of the Club was adopted. 

 At one o’clock on 1 October 1977, the 18-hole course was officially opened by none 
other than Deputy Prime Minister Dr Goh Keng Swee himself – the driving force behind the 
club’s expansion. 

8
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      “Goh opens country club,” The Straits Times, 2 October 1977.
      Sembawang Country Club Ladies Open 1981 Souvenir Programme, p. 8.
      “DR Goh will hit first drive,” The Business Times, 1 October 1977.
      David Grant, “How It All Came About,” The Business Times, 1 October 1977.
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  The Straits Times article from 2 October 1977 on the opening of Sembawang Country Club’s 
expanded golf course. Membership at this time stood at 340.  11
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE CLUB’S EXPANSION

 In the early 1980s, the SAF formally took over the running of Sembawang Country 
Club from the New Zealand forces. By then, local SAF officers like LG (Ret) Choo, Dr How 
and LTC (Ret) Clarence Tan were already part of the Club’s Executive Committee, taking on 
mostly deputy roles. The value of expanding the course into a proper 18-hole one would come 
to light in the years immediately following the expansion and beyond, demonstrating the 
wisdom of Dr Goh. Building up Sembawang Country Club was a means of enhancing the 
social standing of SAF Officers in Singaporean society. A Club membership raised the 
prestige of Singapore’s military force.

 It was Dr Goh's vision to provide a differentiation for the SAF Officers to promote the 
military as a profession, including a whole host of ideas such as the provision of prestigious 
quarters in Alexandra Park, the building of special housing at Normanton Park for them to buy 
and own, along with the establishment of SAFRA Clubhouses. 

 More importantly, Sembawang Country Club serves as an extension of Singapore's 
military diplomacy. This worked hand-in-hand with how officers were encouraged to take up 
the sport as a means to foster relationships with foreign military powers. As the Club was an 
SAF facility, key military personnel are able to book tee times when necessary to build 
relations with their foreign counterparts.

 In 2014, the retired chiefs in Southeast Asia, which included LG (Ret) Choo, were 
starting to think of setting up a Pinnacle Club as a mentorship exchange for younger officers. 
LG (Ret) Choo invited the ex-President of The Philippines, Gen Fidel Ramos, to Singapore for 
discussions to initiate it. Ramos arrived on a late Friday evening and told the escort officer 
that he wanted to play golf the following morning. It was easily arranged over the phone since 
Sembawang was a MINDEF-related organisation. This flexible response would not have been 
possible in civilian clubs.
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CONCLUSION

 Sembawang Country Club went on to have multiple upgrading works and 
refurbishments over the years to its course and clubhouse, with membership reaching the 
thousands by the late 1980s. It continues to develop itself till today to keep itself relevant to 
new audiences. Today Sembawang Country Club can boast having one of the best designed 
and maintained golf courses in Singapore. Unlike other golf courses which were set up by the 
British, Sembawang stood the test of time as a military facility, albeit managed under different 
forces, from the British to the New Zealanders and finally into the hands of the SAF. Dr Goh 
Keng Swee, a man of tremendous foresight, gave the Club a new lease of life with a renewed 
sense of purpose when he supported its expansion from its original 9 holes to a proper 18-hole 
golf course. Though seemingly just a recreational facility for the Armed Forces, Sembawang 
Country Club’s role in building Singapore’s military diplomacy secures its place in 
Singapore’s national story – in the past and in the years to come.

12



BRIG J L SMITH, CBE    1977-78
BRIG JA MACE, OBE    1979-80
AIR CDRE M F McPALMER CBE  1981-82
BRIG I H BURROWS OBE MC  1983-85
MAJ GEN WINSTON CHOO (PPA)  1985-88
LT GEN WINSTON CHOO (PPA)  1988-92
MAJ GEN NG JUI PING (PPA)  1992-94
LT GEN NG JUI PING (PPA)   1994-95
MAJ GEN BEY SOO KIANG (PPA)   1995-96
LT GEN BEY SOO KIANG (PPA)  1996-00
MAJ GEN LIM CHUAN POH   2000-01
LT GEN LIM CHUAN POH   2001-03
MAJ GEN NG YAT CHUNG   2003-04
LT GEN NG YAT CHUNG   2004-07
LT GEN DESMOND KUEK BAK CHYE 2007-10
MAJ GEN NEO KIAN HONG   2010
LT GEN NEO KIAN HONG   2010-13
MAJ GEN NG CHEE MENG   2013
LT GEN NG CHEE MENG   2013-15
MAJ GEN PERRY LIM    2015-16
LT GEN PERRY LIM    2016-

CLUB PRESIDENT

GP CPT F M KINVIG    1977-79
GP CPT M W HODGE   1979-80
LTC H E WEDDE    1980-81
COL D S McIVER    1981-82
LTC I J DUTHIE    1982-83
GP CPT D W PAWSON   1984-85
COL BOEY TAK HAP   1985-87
COL GARY P Y YEO   1987-89
COL RAYMOND TAN (PPA)  1989-93
BG HAN ENG JUAN (PPA)  1993-97
BG PATRICK CHOY (PPA)  1995-96
MAJ GEN HAN ENG JUAN (PPA) 1996-97
BG LEE FOOK SUN   1997-00
BG TAY LIM HENG   2000-05
BG LOH WAI KEONG   2005
BG BERNARD TAN KOK KIANG 2005-07
BG TAN YIH SAN   2008-11
RADM JOSEPH LEONG  2011-14
RADM JACKSON CHIA  2014-16
BG ONG TZE-CH’IN   2016- 

CLUB CHAIRMAN

MAJ D J GRANT    1977-78
CPT G P SCHOLLUM   1978-79
LTA S J HERD    1979-80
CPT J P BELLAMY   1980-81
MAA G M COOKE BEM  1982
CPT M HOLT     1982-83
LTC CLARENCE TAN   1983-87
LTC ARTHUR LEE   1987-95
LTC WILLIAM CHAY   1995-98
COL PETER TEO    1998-2001
COL JOE KUA    2001-03
COL SUKMOHINDER SINGH 2003-05
COL CHIANG HOCK TEW  2005-07
COL TAN KAH HAN   2007-09
COL HO KOK LOKE   2009-10
COL TAN SUAN JOW   2010-12
ME6 LOW BAH SOON DERRIC 2012-13
ME7 LOW BAH SOON DERRIC 2013-16
ME7 YAP SOON HAW TIMOTHY   2016-

CLUB CAPTAIN

ROLL OF HONOUR



SEMBAWANG COUNTRY CLUB
249 Sembawang Road Singapore 758352
Tel: (65) 6257 0642   Fax: (65) 6752 0046
Website: www.sembawanggolf.org.sg


