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PROLOGUE

The train pulled away from all that was familiar to him.  Home, the hospitals he had worked at, his friends, his children’s 
schools and their friends.  The future stretched out in a blur, like the Malayan countryside around him.

His thoughts raced in tandem with the train’s wheels.  He had just been made redundant.  Government jobs had 
become scarce.  He seemed to have reached the end of his career track.  

With six children and another on the way, worry was his new companion.  His only choice was to return to his 
homeland, Sri Lanka, and try to eke out a living there.  

The family was travelling to Singapore, to catch the ship bound for Sri Lanka.  He would have to make a new start in 
a place where he had never worked before.  He had no choice.  

Well, new beginnings were not new to him.  After all, he had ventured to Malaya over twenty years ago – foreign 
territory to him at the time.  He was barely an adult then.  Yet, he had managed to acquire higher education, make 
something of himself and raise a family.  

No doubt, he is now older, with several mouths to feed.  But he had experience, qualifications and skills on his side.  
He took comfort in that.  

How would his children do?  They have never known Sri Lanka. ‘Viji’, as he fondly calls Vijiaratnam, the eldest, was 
taking it all in with his usual calm demeanour.  The boy has accepted with equanimity every move the family had made 
for his job, adjusting to new schools and new friends many times in his young life.  He seemed equally unfazed at this 
latest upheaval.  And he was a good role model for the rest of his siblings who followed his example.  Perhaps, they 
will be fine after all.  They have to be, there was no other choice.  

He braced himself for the unknown as the city of Singapore drew in.  
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CHAPTER 1  

FOUNDATIONS
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The forerunner

In 1909, Arumugam Sinnathamby left his homeland of 
Sri Lanka to enrol in Malaya’s King Edward VII School 
of Medicine.  The institution was new and had been 
established to build up local medical expertise.  Asian 
students were drawn from the region and Arumugam 
was among the hordes who had responded to the 
advertisements.  His application had been successful.  

“There had been two types of courses. One course 
prepared medical assistants who would go on 

to further their education in the UK and join the 
medical profession. Those were the Westerners.

The other course trained hospital assistants, known 
as ‘dressers’.  These were male nurses who would 
go on to effectively become administrators of 
hospitals all over Malaya.  There was a shortage of 
doctors in the region so the dressers would rotate 
their duties between several hospitals.  As a result, 
it was left to the dressers to manage and run the 
hospitals left in their care, and in the absence of 
doctors.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

After successfully completing his course, Arumugam 
was posted to the north-west of Malaya, in Perak.  He 
spent several years managing various hospitals in the 
area.  He later married Nallamah, also of Sri Lankan 
descent, whose family had settled in Perak for some 
time.  

Vijiaratnam, their eldest child, was born in 1921 in Ipoh.  
They had five more children during Arumugam’s tenure 
in Perak.  

Arumugam Sinnathamby
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Nallamah (seated second from left ) on a visit to Sri Lanka prior to her marriage
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Influences

Vijiaratnam grew up in the Malayan countryside, 
enjoying the carefree existence of most children in 
his era.  He was better off than many of his peers, as 
his father was holding a good job.  He attended the 
Anglo-Chinese School in Kampar and performed well 
academically.

Then one event became a turning point in eleven year-
old Vijiaratnam’s life.

“It was in 1932, and Perak won the Malaysia Cup.  
There was a big celebration in Perak.  Everyone was 
so excited.  There was jubilation.  The players were 
elated.  

When I saw all that, I said to myself, ‘I must pick up 
soccer!’ ”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Young Vijiaratnam developed the ambition to become a 
soccer player and to excel in it.

“Soccer was the cheapest game to play.  You just get 
a ball and play.  

But you have to pick up soccer when you are young.  
Start when your body is still flexible, not when you 
are old; you can do that with other games, like 
tennis or squash.  But I have never known anyone 
who started soccer late and became successful.”       

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

But it would seem that fate had other plans.  Vijiaratnam’s 
dream to one day bring glory again to Perak would have 
to remain a dream.  

Nallamah
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After 22 years of service, Arumugam suddenly found 
himself out of a job.  The British government was facing 
a slump.  It offered voluntary retirement to dressers like 
Arumugam, adding five more years to their pension 
scheme as a deal sweetener.  Arumugam could do a lot 
worse than to accept the offer. 

So he opted for early retirement and the family packed 
up to head for Sri Lanka.  Singapore was their transit 
point.  They would board the ship for Sri Lanka there.

Singapore

In Singapore, the family stayed in the quarters for 
Malayan Railways’ staff.  The one-room accommodation 
belonged to Nallamah’s sister and her husband, who 
worked for the Railway.  They opened their home to 
Arumugam’s family and the two families were squeezed 
into the single room.   In those days families helped 
each other even when they did not have much to share. 

But none of that concerned Vijiaratnam.  He was 
pursuing his passion.

The Railway quarters included a playing field.  He could 
play his beloved soccer with the other children in the 
neighbourhood.  He could not have asked for anything 
more.  

But it was a different thing for Arumugam.  His family’s 
future fortunes rested heavily on his shoulders during 
that transit in Singapore.  

As fate would have it, Arumugam managed to meet a 
former classmate, Mr Ponnambalam, from his days at 
King Edward VII College in 1906.  That meeting changed 
everything.  

“He was Chief Hospital Assistant at the Singapore 
General Hospital.  He informed my father that there 
were plenty of vacancies in the British military 
hospitals in Singapore, for example, the one in 
Changi.  So he convinced my father to try his 
chances for a job.  He reminded him that with six 
children and my mother expecting another, starting 
life in Sri Lanka would be hard.”   

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Arumugam applied for and obtained a job in Changi 
Hospital.  His 22-year experience managing hospitals 
in Ipoh, Kampar, Gopeng and Taiping held him in good 
stead.  
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The beginnings of Vijiaratnam’s sporting career have been 

well documented in various media, such as this one
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Thanks to his father’s new posting, Vijiaratnam and 
his family were able to move into their own home, a 
one-room flat in Kampong Bahru, specifically, Everton 
Park.  He settled into a normal school life in Singapore.  
Although he had been a student at the Anglo-Chinese 
School in Kampar, Perak, he did not continue his 
education in Singapore’s Anglo-Chinese School.       

“Anglo-Chinese School was pretty far away from 
where we lived and my father didn’t like the idea of 
my travelling so far to school every day.  The closest 
school was Outram, so I completed my Primary Six 
education in Outram School.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

In 1933, Vijiaratnam topped his standard in Outram 
School and won a place at Raffles Institution, the 
premier school in Singapore, for his secondary school 
education.  With that exciting prospect ahead of him, 
the family left for Changi to spend the year-end school 
holidays.

Changi 

In the 1930s, many parts of Singapore were considered 
far-flung and rural, particularly because transportation 
to these places was not ideal.  The city centre was 
referred to as ‘Singapore’ while the remote towns went 
by their own names.  Changi, a coastal town, was one 
of them.  

“Changi seemed miles away.  There were minibuses 
to take us there, departing every two hours. We 
called them ‘mosquito buses’.  They were bone-
shakers and it took two hours to arrive at Changi.  
And once you got there, you didn’t feel like going 
back to ‘Singapore’.” 

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Vijiaratnam’s father had his own staff lodgings in Changi, 
very comfortable by any standards.  It was a bungalow, 
with lush greenery and foliage all around, and not to 
mention the sea nearby.
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“Changi Village was beautiful, like a resort.  There 
were beaches.  There were farms, where we bought 
everything we needed.  My father’s bungalow was at 
Changi Point, at the water’s edge.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
    

Vijiaratnam and his siblings enjoyed their idyllic retreat 
in Changi.  

Particularly significant was the fact that the family was 
together again.  They had been apart from their father 
for months, as he was stationed in Changi and could 
not go to ‘Singapore’ to visit them, much less live with 
them.  

Best of all, Vijiaratnam had Raffles Institution to look 
forward to at the end of the holidays.

Little did he know that fate had a twist for him.    



13

CHAPTER 2  

COMING OF AGE
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Admission Barred

The school holidays were over, and the new school year 
was starting on Monday.  Vijiaratnam, his siblings and 
mother bade farewell to his father on Sunday as they 
left Changi for ‘Singapore’.  It would be months before 
they were to see him again.  

Vijiaratnam’s consolation was the fact that he would be 
enrolling in Raffles Institution, which he had very much 
anticipated, the next day. 

There was a letter waiting for him when he arrived home 
that evening.  He opened it to find a note from Raffles 
Institution, requiring his presence for the school’s 
orientation programme.  However, he had missed the 
date; the orientation had taken place the day before, on 
Saturday.

The next day, he reported to Raffles Institution to begin 
his school year.  But instead of being shown to his 
class, he was taken to see Mr D W McLeod, the school 
Principal.

“The Principal said there was no place in the 
school for me, because I had not reported for the 
orientation.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

In one fell swoop, Vijiaratnam had lost his place in 
Singapore’s premier educational institution.  It was 
through no fault of his.  Fate had dealt him an unkind 
blow.  

Silver Linings  

Who could Vijiaratnam turn to for help?  The doors of 
Raffles Institution were now closed to him, but he still 
needed to continue his education. 

“In those days, parents left you pretty much to your 
own devices.  We did our own things.  So I had to 
find some way myself, and think what to do about 
my education.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Vijiaratnam resorted to the people he knew.  His maternal 
aunt’s son, Mr Nalliah, was working as a clerical officer 
for the government and knew the Senior Master in 
Victoria School.  He helped to set up an appointment 
for Vijiaratnam to meet the gentleman, Mr Paramjothy.

“When Mr Paramjothy looked at my report book, 
he saw that I had topped Outram School in primary 
level.  He took me into Victoria immediately.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
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Vijiaratnam threw himself into an active school life in 
Victoria School.  As Raffles Institution was the only 
school that taught science subjects at the time, he felt 
disadvantaged by the absence of science subjects in his 
syllabus at Victoria School.  Nevertheless, he worked to 
excel in whatever subjects he was doing. 

Sportsman in the Making

Vijiaratnam’s school days fell into an enjoyable pattern.  

“We had single session schools in those days.  So 
we studied from 7.30 am until 1 pm, then we’d have 
lunch in the tuckshop, do our homework after that, 
and then we’d play games from about 4 pm to 6 
pm.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

It was on the playing fields that Vijiaratnam truly came 
into his own.  He excelled at soccer, and one thing led 
to another.

“Whenever I played, I always said ‘I must do the 
best I can’.  I would go to the ultimate, to reach the 
pinnacle in whatever I was doing.  It’s the same for 
my studies too.  So I played hard.

When you’re a sportsman, the teachers would be 
watching you as you play.  If you’re good, they 
would suggest that you play other games as well.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

So Vijiaratnam ended up playing for Victoria School’s 
hockey, rugby and cricket teams as well.  The matches 
took place according to their respective seasons 
and Vijiaratnam was fully immersed in all of them 
throughout the year, representing his school against the 
other schools.

“St Andrews School was good in rugby, and Raffles 
Institution was good in soccer.  So they were the 
schools we all wanted to beat in those games.”    

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

But it was not always competition between the schools. 
There were moments of camaraderie too.  Cricket would 
bring the schools together; St Andrews, St Josephs, 
Victoria School and Raffles Institution would combine 

Victoria School in the 1940s
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to form a team and play against the Clubs.  It was the 
only game where the schoolboys would play against 
Club members, whereas all other games were strictly 
played between schools only. 
 
Training for four sports ought to have been tough, but 
not for Vijiaratnam.  

“It’s not hard when you have passion.  Whenever 
I had a chance, I played sports.  And soccer was 
my favourite.  I love soccer the most because it’s 
popular with the people - everyone understands it”.

 Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Vijiaratnam graduated from Victoria School in 1939 at 
age 18.  

“My father could not afford to send me to the 
University, so I needed to get a job.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

So gone were the structured days and predictable 
patterns.  He had to make a living now.

Pivotal Event

Vijiaratnam already had a career in mind.  He had 
his heart set on being an engineer. He had been 
harbouring that ambition for a few years.

“I used to visit my cousin, Mr Nalliah who was 
working in the Public Works Department (PWD).  
There, I would see many Westerners buzzing about 
all over the place. ‘Who are these chaps?’ I asked my 
cousin one day.  ‘They are engineers,’ he told me.  
All the engineers were Caucasians, expatriates who 
had qualified either in the United Kingdom, South 
Africa, Canada, Australia or New Zealand.  There 
was not a single Asian engineer in those days.  

‘Why aren’t there Asian engineers?’ I asked.  My 
cousin told me it would be very expensive to acquire 
the qualification in any of those countries.  

‘Why can’t an Asian be an engineer?’ I said to 
myself.  Then and there I decided to become an 
engineer, the first Asian engineer in Singapore.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Vijiaratnam would need a lot of money to study 
engineering, and especially to go overseas.  He could 
only afford the education through a scholarship.  On 
top of that, he needed to make up for the gaps in his 
education; he would have to study Physics and other 
science subjects that Victoria School had not provided 
him.  

At this rate, how would he ever achieve his ambition?         
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CHAPTER 3  

FOCUS
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First Step

Vijiaratnam’s cousin, Mr Nalliah, informed him that 
the Public Works Department awarded scholarships to 
study at the Kuala Lumpur Technical College (KLTC), a 
training ground for technical staff and land surveyors.  It 
was a possible stepping stone to becoming an engineer.  
But competition was tough; there would be only two 
scholarship recipients a year.  

Vijiaratnam was undaunted, he was determined to shoot 
for the scholarship.  He had to be patient though, and 
wait for the next round of applications in a year’s time.  

But waiting was not going to be easy.  He could not 
even attempt to work for the well-paying civil service in 
the meantime.

“Back then, if you were to resign from the civil 
service, they would never hire you again.  So 
if I wanted to get a Public Works Department 
scholarship and work for them after that, I couldn’t 
take up a civil service job first and then resign to do 
my engineering course.  I could never go back and 
work for them after that.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Not one to while his time away, Vijiaratnam enrolled 
in Raffles Institution’s commercial classes to learn 
typewriting, bookkeeping and shorthand.  After six 
months, he managed to get a job as temporary clerk 
with the Commissioner of Estate Duties.  But this full 
time job did not allow him to attend the whole-day 
commercial classes in Raffles Institution.  The YMCA, 
however, was conducting part-time commercial classes 
at night.  Vijiaratnam’s only option was to drop out of 
Raffles Institution and switch to the YMCA’s commercial 
course.  He did so and eventually sat for and passed the 
London Chamber of Commerce examinations.

Thus, by keeping himself busy, the one year sped 
by and the time to apply for the scholarship to KLTC 
came around.  With high hopes and full confidence, 
Vijiaratnam applied.  

His feelings were not misplaced.  He clinched one out of 
the two available places.  Ironically, the other spot went 
to a graduate from Raffles Institution.  

“My academic qualifications could not match the 
Raffles Institution student.  He was much more 
accomplished in studies.  But fortunately, I had my 
games record, and the British favoured that kind of 
thing.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
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It would seem that the stars were finally shining for 
Vijiaratnam.  He made tracks for KLTC.  He was returning 
to the familiar Malayan countryside that had nurtured 
and moulded his childhood.   

But even as Vijiaratnam threw himself into the course 
that he had pursued with such determination, winds of 
change were blowing his way.  

They had the potential to blow him off course.  

World War 2

During Vijiaratnam’s first year in the KLTC, the Japanese 
invaded Malaya.  World War 2 had come to Malayan 
shores.  The British government was ousted by the 
Japanese.

Initially, the local people looked forward to working 
shoulder to shoulder with their ‘Asian emancipators’, as 
the Japanese had styled themselves.

“Before the War, I used to see Japanese people in 
Singapore.  They were mostly dentists, and some 
of them also worked in or ran department stores.  
My family dentist was a Japanese gentleman.  They 
were well-dressed and well-mannered people.  So 
when the Japanese soldiers came in, we welcomed 
them with open arms, saying they were wonderful 
chaps, thinking they shared the same character as 
the Japanese people we knew.  

We were in for a shock.  The leading contingent – 
the fighting contingent – were rough and tough 
men.  They were completely different.  They rounded 
up many Chinese, chopped off their heads and 
displayed them on poles at roundabouts.  

As it turned out, the Japanese who had worked in 
the department stores and elsewhere previously 
were actually spies – Majors and Lieutenants in 
plainclothes.  After the invasion, they donned their 
uniforms and showed their true colours.  

Archive photo of the Japanese invasion of Singapore, in their famous 

stealth mode on bicycles
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We were terrorised, because if anyone hit out at the 
Japanese, they would collect everyone in the area 
and punish all the innocent people – because the 
culprit would likely have run off long before that.

But one thing’s for sure, people were so afraid that 
there were no robberies or murder.

So instead of being our saviours, they were worse 
than the British.  The British were angels by 
comparison. ”  

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
        

KLTC was closed down.  Vijiaratnam returned to 
Singapore and the PWD.  However, the Japanese took 
over the PWD and reopened the KLTC.  So Vijiaratnam 
ended up retracing his steps to Kuala Lumpur to pick up 
where he had left off.  He found that nothing much had 
changed at the KLTC.  The same teachers were teaching 
the same courses, as before. Only the Principal had been 
replaced by a Japanese.  

He finished his course in 1944, and was one of four 
students who obtained First Class distinctions.  He was 
ready to start work with the PWD under the Japanese.  
But he had a handicap.

“They found that my Japanese was not good at 
all.  I only knew a few words.  So they sent me 
for training in Malacca, along with the other 
Singaporean scholars.”

   Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The training was hardly an academic course.  It was more 
akin to military training.  Conducted only in Japanese or 
Malay – English was not allowed to be spoken – the 
sessions comprised Kendo, Sumo, artillery and other 
physical exercises, such as, cross-country runs.  Thanks 
to his physical conditioning from sports, Vijiaratnam did 
not do too badly under the strenuous regime.  He won 
one of the top three prizes at the end of the course.  

But initially, he was taken aback when the Japanese 
shaved his head at the start of the course.

“We asked them why we needed to be shaved 
bald.  They said, ‘As the hair grows, your Japanese 
proficiency will also grow!”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
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Vijiaratnam learnt that he and his course mates would be 
used to teach other civil servants Japanese.  They were 
to do it in the course of their work.  He was assigned to 
the PWD in Taiping for the construction of roads and 
maintenance of old buildings, etc.  But it was hardly a 
hardship tour.

“Taiping was like a holiday.  No strain at all.  We 
were all young bachelors, staying together in one 
long house with many rooms.  Our salary was not 
much but we capitalised on the black market for 
cigarettes.  We would queue up for a carton, and 
could sell it for double the salary we received as 
technical officers.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

It would appear that lady luck was finally smiling down 
on Vijiaratnam at what could have been a time of great 
suffering and privation, as it had been for countless 
others in Malaya and Singapore.  

But where was it all going to lead to?  Would the war 
end?  
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Vijiaratnam (back, third from right ) with his KLTC course mates
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CHAPTER 4  

BACK ON TRACK
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Pax Britannica

On 12 September 1945, the Japanese surrendered to the 
British in Singapore.  The war was over and the Japanese 
were marched out of Singapore.

In many ways, things went back to as they had been 
before; maybe too much like before.

Vijiaratnam found that his entire course work at the 
KLTC under the Japanese amounted to nothing.  He 
learnt that at age 24, he was no better off than he had 
been at 18.  

“The British did not recognise our KLTC 
qualifications given by the Japanese.  We argued 
that the course had run the same way the British 
would have done it.  But they said that since the 
Principal had been Japanese, it didn’t count.  So we 
had to do the course all over again.” 

  Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

He was back at square one.  

   
Determined to become an engineer at all costs, 
Vijiaratnam made tracks for KLTC for the third time.  The 
road was smoothened by one concession the British 
had made.  Although his class would graduate in 1948, 
they received three years’ worth of back pay from the 

British, as though they had graduated under the British 
in 1944.  Vijiaratnam received $4 000 in all.  It was sweet 
consolation, indeed, and he invested the money wisely.

“I thought there was no point in putting the money 
in a bank.  So I bought some land in Lorong H, 
Telok Kurau, Singapore.  The land cost fifty cents 
per square foot.  I was able to sell it years later to 
educate my youngest brother, Nadarajah (Appu), 
when he went to study engineering in Australia and 
then moved to study in the United Kingdom within 
a year.”    

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
        

Events that transpired during the Japanese Occupation 
had taught Vijiaratnam something about the value of 
investing in property.

Nadarajah Arumugam (front), Vijiaratnam’s youngest brother
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“During the Japanese Occupation, they had allowed 
us to withdraw no more than $100 from the 
bank each month.  As a result, we hardly touched 
our money and did not end up exchanging it 
for Japanese currency, which became worthless 
after the war.  A lot of people lost their fortunes 
because they withdrew money and exchanged it 
for Japanese currency, which the British didn’t 
recognise after the war.  But people who benefitted 
were those who bought land during the Occupation 
with whatever money they had, British or Japanese 
currency.  The British recognised land titles given by 
the Japanese.”  

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

In 1948, Vijiaratnam graduated with a Class 1 Diploma 
from KLTC.  

But that was not all.  In his final year at KLTC, he had also 
concurrently sat for external examinations by Britain’s 
esteemed Institution of Structural Engineers (ISE).  It was 
either that, or clear examinations by another equally 
distinguished British establishment, the Institution of 
Civil Engineers (ICE).  He had chosen to do the former.  

Qualifying for the ISE examinations had its share of 
challenges.  But he managed to overcome them, yet 
again, in his signature fashion.  

In due course, Vijiaratnam established a long and distinguished 

association with the Institution of Structural Engineers
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Vijiaratnam playing host as President of ISE 

The Institution of Structural Engineers’ recognition of Vijiaratnam’s 

dedicated membership for forty years
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“When applying to sit for the external examinations, 
I had to put forward two sponsors.  I had none, so 
I asked the ISE if they could provide me with the 
two sponsors.  As it turned out, they actually got 
two British chaps who did it willingly, simply on the 
basis that I was studying at the KLTC at the time”. 

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Needless to say, Vijiaratnam sailed through his 
examinations.

Budding Sports Star  

In pursuing his burning ambition to become an engineer, 
Vijiaratnam’s passion for sports never waned.  

As it had done in his childhood, Malaya once again fed 
and nurtured his love for soccer.  He played for the Tamil 
Physical Cultural Association (TPCA) in Kuala Lumpur.  
Vijiaratnam was pleased to share colours with A L 
Henry, arguably Malaya’s best soccer player of the time, 
who was also playing for the club.  It was an exhilarating 
experience for Vijiaratnam.

“We played together and won most of the 
championship cups for that season; the League 
Cup, the Football Association Cup, you name it.  
That is my fondest memory, winning three major 
championships in the same year.  And soccer is my 
favourite game. 

I also played hockey and rugger when I was in KLTC.  
I couldn’t afford to play cricket because it’s such a 
long game and would take up too much of my time, 
then I wouldn’t have been able to study.

There were no coaches in those days, people like 
the legendary Choo Seng Quee were not around – 
in fact, he was just starting out.  We trained among 
ourselves and decided on the game strategies 
ourselves.  We worked together as a team, so we 
knew what to do.  There was no one leading you 
from the sidelines.  You just went in and did what 
you do best, to the best that you could.  All the 
shouting from the sidelines came from the crowd.

And the crowds always came.  Every game I played 
was to full stadiums.

There was no money involved.  We played because 
we really loved the game.  Everyone played for love, 
not for money.”  

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam



28



29



30



31



32



33

These were not mere part-time pursuits for Vijiaratnam.  
He represented Selangor in 1947 and 1948 for soccer, 
and wore Selangor colours for hockey as well.  There 
were also international games, for example, he 
represented Selangor against Shanghai.  He even played 
against a team from India.  As always, the spectators 
were unreserved in their support for the local team.

“The Indian players were barefoot.  So the Malayan 
crowds started throwing glass on the field!”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

National Colours

Vijiaratnam returned to Singapore in 1948 after his 
course in KLTC and continued his sporting streak.  So 
what had been Selangor’s loss became Singapore’s gain.

“A lot of teams in Singapore invited me to play for 
them, because I had been the highest scorer for 
my games in northern Malaya.  That’s not because 
I was wonderful, it was simply that we didn’t have 
roaming centre-fields in those days.  So you stayed 
where you were, and were fed the ball, and you 
scored.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

He first played soccer for an Indian team after his return 
to Singapore.  

“Soccer teams of the time were mostly formed 
along racial lines.  So it would be churlish, even 
unpatriotic, of me to refuse when the Indian team 
invited me to join them (even though I was of Sri 
Lankan descent).  Even Choo Seng Quee had started 
out with the Singapore Chinese Football Association 
and later started the Chinese Athletic Association.

But the Indian team didn’t do too well, and after it 
folded, the Rovers grabbed me.  That was a very 
good team, and I enjoyed playing for them.  

As you played for the Clubs, people from the 
Football Association of Singapore would watch 
you.  If they liked what they saw, they will invite you 
to a meeting.  That’s how I received an invitation 
from them one day and when I turned up, they said, 
‘You’re chosen to play for Singapore.’ You felt very 
proud when they told you that.  That’s how you’re 
chosen for the national team.

And I was the first Indian picked to play for the 
Singapore team.  It was only after me that there 
were Indians in the team.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
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So Vijiaratnam played for Singapore as Centre Forward.  
The most memorable and exciting games were when he 
played for Singapore in the Malaysia Cup.  The crowds 
in those days were effusive, and sometimes boisterous, 
all stemming from their passion for the game.

“Stadiums used to be packed.  There was one time 
when Singapore’s Jalan Besar Stadium was so 
crowded that the players could not get in.  They had 
to get ladders for us to climb over the railings so 
that we could enter.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Vijiaratnam is among very few to claim the exceptional 
distinction of having represented Singapore in four team 
sports - soccer, hockey, rugby, cricket - at international 
level. Contrary to the oft-said ‘Jack of all trades, master 
of none’, he was a consummate player in all four 
games, excelling in all of them and winning honours for 
Singapore every time.  This feat has been recorded in 
the Book on Singapore Olympians, The Complete 
Who’s Who (1936-2004).

Then, in one of his soccer games, Vijiaratnam’s ankle 
was injured in a nasty tackle.  

Would that be the end of the road for him?  Would he 
have to give up his first love and lifelong passion?  
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CHAPTER 5  

BRITAIN BECKONS
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Little Ironies

In 1949, Vijiaratnam applied for a scholarship to attend 
a civil engineering course in the United Kingdom and 
become a full-fledged engineer.  

He knew that he would be up against stiff competition.  
The interview might not be such a breeze.  It was one of 
the few times he almost lost his nerve.

“When I arrived for the interview, I saw all the 
bright chaps sitting around and waiting for their 
turn.  I thought my chances would be very slim, 
especially since my name started with ‘V’ and was at 
the bottom of the list.  I was sure the board would 
pick someone else before they got to me. 

I decided that I was wasting my time and was 
just about to leave when the clerk called out 
‘Arumugam’! They had turned my name around and 
called me by my father’s name!  So I ended up being 
the first person to be interviewed, thanks to the 
letter ‘A’.

When I entered the room, the first thing they asked 
me was not about my grades.  They said, ‘Weren’t 
you the chap who played cricket yesterday at the 
Padang and scored the highest?’  

“Yes,” I said.  

So I actually got the scholarship to study in UK 
on the strength of my games record!  And my 
Institution of Structural Engineers qualification, of 
course.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Cast Off

Scholarship in hand, Vijiaratnam set sail for England in 
July 1951, but not before one important development.  

“My mother was afraid I might return with a 
Western wife, so she insisted that I got married 
before I sailed.  I couldn’t protest, as she’d threaten 
to jump into the sea if I didn’t do as she said.  My 
father was very good about it.  He’d said, ‘Tell me if 

Yoga Soundary Subramaniam at age 26
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The long awaited offer of scholarship that Vijiaratnam had worked his youth to receive
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“I’ve only seen my father cry three times, and one 
of them was when Periamamma (Yogarajah), my 
mother’s brother, passed away.  They had been very 
close.”

Shiamala Vijiaratnam 

After three months of marriage, the time came for 
Vijiaratnam to set sail.  It was his first time leaving 
Malaya’s shores, and he would not be seeing it again 
for five years.   He would not just be leaving his wife, but 
also his unborn child, as Yoga Soundary was pregnant 
then.

Yogarajah (extreme right) was Vijiaratnam’s brother-in-law 

and one of his best friends

you don’t want to get married, I’ll cancel everything.’  
But to my mind, ‘Mother is always right,’ so I went 
ahead with it.” 

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

His mother arranged his 
marriage to Yoga Soundary 
Subramaniam, a young lady, 
also of Ceylonese descent.  
She was no stranger to 
Vijiaratnam, as her family 
lived close by and her brother, 
Yogarajah, was one of his best 
friends.

Yogarajah

Such was Vijiaratnam’s fame as a sportsman 

that even his marriage made the news
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Brighton College

Vijiaratnam was glad to end up in Brighton, where 
the weather was pleasant, unlike some scholars who 
went to cold Glasgow.  Furthermore, qualifications 
from Brighton College (University of Brighton today) 
were recognised by both the Institution of Structural 
Engineers and the Institution of Civil Engineers.  

Vijiaratnam enjoyed the teaching and learning 
atmosphere and culture in Brighton College.

“You could challenge the lecturers.  They were open 
and friendly.  If we needed to work on a problem, 
we could always go and stand outside their door 
and wait for them.  They also acknowledged 
our work ethic; ‘You Asian students are very 
hardworking blokes’ they used to say.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Indeed, Vijiaratnam was a prime example.  He not only 
worked at his course in the College, he also attended 
evening classes in Physics, Chemistry, Pure Mathematics 
and Applied Mathematics in order to sit for ‘A’ Level 
examinations, which were not yet offered in Singapore 
at the time.  

He sat for the examinations within six months of starting 
the ‘A’ level course and did well enough to secure a place 
in Kings College, one of the oldest, most respected and 
distinguished colleges in the United Kingdom.  

However, he did not enrol in Kings College.  Instead, he 
stayed on to complete his course at Brighton, honouring 
his scholarship obligation to the Singapore government, 
specifically PWD. 

Vijiaratnam in England



46

Memorabilia of Brighton sporting days
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Vijiaratnam’s sporting prowess was equally noted and documented in Brighton as it had been back home
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Brighton days . . .
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True to Form

For the first time, Vijiaratnam was totally focused on his 
studies.  He did not play any games at all in his first year 
at Brighton College. 

But at the end of the term, as the students left for their 
holidays, Brighton College’s much dissipated cricket 
team needed reinforcements.  College mates and friends 
who were familiar with his track record back home put 
Vijiaratnam’s name forward as a replacement player.  
He could not resist being roped in and emerged as the 
highest scorer in his first game for the team.  Naturally, 
that earned him a permanent place in the College cricket 
team.  

Following that, the College hockey team also roped 
him in.  Vijiaratnam eventually went on to captain both 
the hockey and cricket teams for Brighton College 
throughout the rest of his stint there.

Chief Cook

His time in Brighton led Vijiaratnam to hone a new 
skill, in the kitchen, as a cook.  In those days, men from 
traditional Asian households were never required, 
even forbidden, to perform work reserved for women, 
especially cooking.  But Vijiaratnam picked up the wok 
and ladle for his family.

“My youngest brother, Nadarajah (Appu) had 
joined me in Brighton.  Enrolment in educational 
institutions in those days were often based on 
relationships and when Appu, who was studying 
engineering in Australia, said he wanted to join me 
in the United Kingdom, I spoke to Brighton College’s 
principal about him.  He said, ‘OK, bring him in’. So 
Appu joined me in Brighton.  We stayed in the same 
house.  Later, another brother, Neysadurai, also 

Forging friendships 



51

Bonding abroad
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joined us to study engineering.  So I cooked for all 
of us. Eventually both my brothers furthered their 
studies at Imperial College.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
   

So although far from home, Vijiaratnam did not lack 
family closeness, friendships and their conviviality and 
warmth. 

“The British was sending batches of engineering 
students from Asia to study in Brighton.  Some 
rented apartments and cooked their own meals.  
Some stayed with English families.  Quite a few of 
the married ones brought their wives along.  So 
we were always visiting one another.  It felt like we 
were all family.  We were never bored; there was 
never a dull moment.  We got to know one another 
very well.  That’s why we never felt homesick.” 

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The bonds forged during these years of ‘exile’ studying 
in a foreign land, where they had no contact with home 
and no prospect of returning for many years until their 
studies were completed, remained strong long into the 
careers of these scholars.   

“Over the years, all these Brighton graduates 
became the top engineers in Singapore and 
Malaysia.  So when we came back to work in Asia, 
we could easily call each other on the phone and 
talk or discuss anything about our work.  If there’s 
any problem with any project, we’d just make a 
phone call to each other, whether in Singapore, 
Malaysia, Brunei, etc., and between us we’d solve 
the problem immediately.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The years rolled by and before he knew it, Vijiaratnam 
had spent four years at Brighton College and completed 
his course.  

At last, after more than fifteen years of harbouring 
his hopes and ambition, Vijiaratnam had become a  
full-fledged engineer.  
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CHAPTER 6  

THE ENGINEER
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Scholar’s Obligations

Vijiaratnam had been away from home for four long 
years, from 1951 to 1954.  He had only known three 
short months with his wife, Yoga Soundary, before 
departing for England.  The life he had left behind 
seemed almost unreal, and was threatening to become 
a distant memory.  So he looked forward to going home 
after graduating from Brighton College.  

Furthermore, his wife had borne him a child.  Rajini was 
growing up without a father; he was virtually a stranger 
to his own daughter.

“Once in a while I would get a photograph of Rajini; 
they would go to the studio and take it to send to 
me.  That was all I had ever seen of her from the 
time she was born.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
  

Vijiaratnam was keen to put things right at home and 
restore his family to normalcy.     

But fate and the government had other plans for him.

“The government said I must stay and work in 
England for one year.  So I ended up working with 
Sir Bruce White’s company.  It was a famous firm of 
building consultants for seaports and harbours.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The firm of Sir Bruce White, Woolfe Barry and Partners 
was one of the foremost engineering companies in 
England, with an excellent and established reputation.  
They were known for groundbreaking work and 
innovative designs for ports and terminals in the 
United Kingdom and elsewhere in the world, including 
Singapore’s first container berth.    

So while he did not relish extending the separation from 
his family, Vijiaratnam’s work experience in England for 
that additional year proved to be invaluable.  

“I did a lot of designing work, and learnt how to 
solve design problems through the many projects. 
For example, in the normal workflow, you complete 
your design and then go out to get the materials 
to suit your design. But I worked on a project 
for Nigeria, which had already had a supply of 
steel available and my job was to come up with 
a design that would use up their steel.  To add to 
the challenge, their steel bars were half-inch thick, 
whereas typically, steel bars were one-inch thick.  
I had to work according to those conditions and 
my design had to meet those requirements. But I 
managed to find a way around the situation.” 

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
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So Vijiaratnam was on a steep learning curve and 
working with some of the best people in his chosen 
profession.  He met every challenge that came his way, 
gaining expertise, knowledge and skills that would stand 
him in good stead throughout his career.  

With the exhilaration of the work he was immersed 
in, time passed quickly and Vijiaratnam concluded his 
one-year work term in England before he knew it.  The 
government gave him passage back to Singapore.  After 
five long years, he was finally headed for home.  

Singapore’s First Asian Engineer

Vijiaratnam returned to Singapore to become the first 
Asian engineer in the country.  With tenacity and single 
minded pursuit, he had fulfilled his ambition to break 
the Westerners’ stronghold on the post of engineers.  It 
had required much sacrifice, hard work and ingenuity, 
and a dose of good luck as well, but he had done what 
he had set out to do.

But there was a lot more brewing on the horizon.  
Vijiaratnam would soon have to put all his skills to the 
test as Singapore surged towards modernisation and 
urbanisation.

Malayanisation of the Civil Service

In 1946, the Colonial Office had released its White 
Paper ‘Organisation of the Colonial Service’, stating that 
progress towards self-government in Singapore would 
take place only if the civil service was mostly staffed by 
locals.  Thus, began the movement to train local talent 
to take up senior posts in the civil service.  They would, 
in turn, train others who will come after them and their 
subordinates.        

By 1955, the PWD already had its first Asian engineer in 
Vijiaratnam.  Little did he expect the instrumental role he 
would play in the Malayanisation drive. 

“As an engineer in PWD, I became the boss of the 
Western men.  It was uncomfortable at first.  And 
as their contracts came to an end, it was my job 
to send them home and replace them with Asians.  
That way, I built up local expertise in engineering.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The Malayanisation of the civil service marched on and 
by 1958 the Public Service Commission’s Annual Report 
showed only 182 expatriate officers in service.  The ranks 
were being filled by Asian scholars like Vijiaratnam and 
his peers, and their subordinates.         



56

Nation Building

Singapore was undergoing a lot of changes in the mid 
1950s.  The nationalist movement was sweeping across 
Singapore, as it did in Malaya and several other South 
East Asian countries.  Singapore entered its first phase of 
self-government in 1955, voting in its first Chief Minister, 
David Marshall.  In 1956, Lim Yew Hock replaced David 
Marshall as Chief Minister.  

All these were leading to vigorous national development 
and nation building, in preparation for independence.  
Singapore would have to play its role in the world arena 
on its own terms and no longer as a British colony.  The 
local-bred engineers like Vijiaratnam had their work cut 
out for them to create the infrastructure and facilities 
to take Singapore from third-world to first-world 
standards.  

“The Lim Yew Hock government had divided 
Singapore into four sectors; one of them stretched 
from Katong to Changi Point and I was put in 
charge of that.  So all building, construction and 
development plans in the area had to go through 
me for approval. Even architects planning to build 
anything in that area had to submit their plans to 
me.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Such meticulous planning ensured that the discipline 
of designing well-ordered roads, buildings and 
infrastructure initiated by the British colonials continued 
to drive the development of post-independence 
Singapore.

Containerisation of Singapore’s Port

Singapore had a well-established port at Keppel Harbour, 
built by the British to leverage on its advantageous 
geographical location at the cross roads of East and 
West and as the gateway to South East Asia.

The port had been administered by the Singapore 
Harbour Board.  In 1964, the Port of Singapore 
Authority (PSA) was formed to take over the function 
of the Singapore Harbour Board.  This also initiated 
the mission to upgrade the port into one of world class 
standards.  The decision was to make Tanjong Pagar 
harbour a container port.  

Container berths, let alone container ports, were rare 
even in Europe and the United States of America at the 
time.  Thus, the PSA’s move to build its first container 
terminal was greeted with much scepticism, even 
criticism.     

Vijiaratnam’s experience in London designing ports 
and terminals had effectively made him a harbour 
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engineer, and a specialist in that field.  As a result, he 
was very much in demand when the PSA was building 
the container port.      

“When PSA was building the container port, no one 
else in Singapore was a harbour engineer, so I did 
the job.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
  

Vijiaratnam was seconded to the PSA in 1964, for what 
was originally intended to be a two-year term.

As though the plans for a container port were not radical 
enough, Vijiaratnam introduced ground-breaking ideas 
in his design, due to Singapore’s land constraints.  

“Ports traditionally have a warehouse at the front, 
as the ships docked.  That’s alright if you have 
plenty of space to work with.  But to suit our tight 
space, I designed the warehouses to be at the back, 
to keep the front free for cargo to be easily and 
quickly cleared out of the ships.

Also, the original design was for the port to be one 
container high. Again, that would take up a lot of 
land.  So I designed it to be five containers high and 
save space that way.  

And instead of building a wharf that was 2 700 
feet long, we decided to build a wharf that was 3 
000 feet long, because we knew that ships were 
being built bigger and bigger and we wanted to 
accommodate that in the future.  We can put three 
ships in the bigger wharf I had proposed.  

The only trouble was that the World Bank didn’t 
want to pay for the bigger wharf.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The World Bank was financing the project, but in this 
case, the PSA stuck to its decision and offered to pay 
for the wharf, knowing the returns it would reap down 
the road would be well worth the extra money, time and 
effort.  

Vijiaratnam was fortunate in having the support of 
his superiors to carry his ideas and recommendations 
through.

“Because I was the pioneering harbour engineer 
at the time, they didn’t challenge my ideas.  And 
we had a very good contractor, Taylor Woodrow 
(present day Taylor Wimpey), to build the port.

Building the container port gave me great 
satisfaction.  Nothing like that had been done here 
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before.  And I had designed it myself to suit our 
unique conditions.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Beyond his revolutionary design and construction of 
the container port, Vijiaratnam also streamlined port 
operations so that the port quickly became one of the 
most efficient in the world.  

“We worked on how to stack the containers quickly, 
how to make the pallets last longer, how to load 
and unload containers faster.  We had to work 
effectively so that we could turn the ships around 
quickly.  We changed our truck drivers regularly on 
their shifts so they didn’t get tired.  And we worked 
closely with the operators, taking their views into 
consideration instead of going against them. It was 
trial and error at first but we saw results.  And we 
began to break records.  Where other countries 
took two or three days to complete the job, we took 
eleven or twelve hours only.”  

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

As a result of his innovative ideas and the ability to see 
them successfully executed, Vijiaratnam’s secondment 
to the PSA became a long-term tenure.  He never 
returned to the PWD.  Instead, he remained in the PSA 
and retired from there in 1981, after 17 years of service. 

Even after retirement, he was appointed the Chairman of 
SPECS Pte Ltd, a fully-owned subsidiary of PSA involved 
in engineering consultancy both locally and overseas. 
Being the trailblazer that he was, Vijiaratnam led 
projects to build ports in Chinese cities in the 1980s 
long before China projects became the buzzword in 
Singapore and the world.  Despite the language barrier 
and ethnic differences, his projects were successful.  He 
had proven, again, that anything is possible if you set 
your mind to it.   

Early Arbiter

Vijiaratnam was also a pioneer in Singapore’s drive 
to establish a sound and rigorous mechanism for 
arbitration.  Competent arbitrators for civil engineering 
cases were rare then and he was very much in demand.  
An arbitrator’s decision was final and legally binding, 
leaving no recourse to the courts even.  Therefore, the 
opposing parties would often only opt for an arbiter 
whom both sides trusted and viewed as fair and 
objective.  Vijiaratnam’s name would be the one that 
came up most often.  

“He was so busy being an arbitrator; he worked 
harder than even someone in their thirties in a 
full-time job, whereas he was already retired and 
working from home.  He had to turn away so many 
cases.  People kept raising his fee, thinking that was 
the reason he turned them down, but he was simply 
too busy with the cases he already had.  Each case 
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In retirement, between ages 60 and 75, Vijiaratnam still kept up the pace at SPECS, which he 

established and ran as Executive Chairman, procuring numerous overseas contracts for the company

Port View, August 1985
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would take up to nine months.  And he was doing 
that for ten years after retirement.”  

Vijendran Vijiaratnam    

“Lawyers from renowned firms would come to our 
house lugging huge and heavy briefcases with the 
case files.  Our mother was like his secretary, taking 
all the phone calls and making all the appointments 
for him.  He had to research the cases, and write 
long, thick reports.”  

Shiamala Vijiaratnam

But the defining project of Vijiaratnam’s career was 
the building of Changi Airport – to put a world class 
international airport on the sea. 

Building an airport on a seabed

Just as Singapore’s harbour was growing into a global 
port, its airport at Paya Lebar was also growing in 
international stature.  Paya Lebar airport was beginning 
to feel the strain of increasing air traffic.  Something had 
to be done.  British consultants had advised building a 
second runway at Paya Lebar to cater for the growth.  
Singapore’s Cabinet had accepted the recommendation 
and decided to build the second runway. But Dr Howe 
Yoon Chong would not have any of it.  

The Chairman of PSA, Howe Yoon Chong, who would 
later become a Singapore Cabinet Minister, fought 
strongly to build Changi Airport.  It was a revolutionary 
idea, to build the airport completely on reclaimed land.  It 
would cost much more and take longer than expanding 
Paya Lebar, and would be highly experimental in the 
bargain.  Singapore’s air traffic movements might suffer 
in the meantime and business at Paya Lebar Airport 
might be adversely affected.        

Despite these misgivings, the Cabinet eventually did a 
U-turn on its decision to expand Paya Lebar and gave 
in to Howe’s convincing argument to build Changi 
Airport.  Howe’s trump card was having Vijiaratnam on 
his team, with his track record at successfully building 
Singapore’s first container terminal.  He had every faith 
that Vijiaratnam would pull off this next feat with flying 
colours.  

Vijiaratnam led the efforts to reclaim land at Changi, 
widening and extending the old Royal Air Force airstrip 
there into a mega international airport that was far 
ahead of its time.  He looked to India, which he learnt 
had one of only five stations in the world to create 
models for reclamation.   As India’s station in Pune was 
a government concern, it charged the lowest amongst 
the five stations.        
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“Two of their top engineers came here and spent 
one month studying the local conditions to create 
a model back in their headquarters, Pune, and 
test how our reclamation project will work.  The 
model they built was as big as a stadium and water 
running into it duplicated what was happening 
in Singapore.  If it was high tide at 1.30 pm in 
Singapore, it would be the same in Pune.  So if 
the reclamation model proved to be stable, we 
would replicate that in Singapore.  If it didn’t 
work, we would adjust things until they suited our 
conditions.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The model in Pune had worked very well.  After one 
of the Indian engineers, Er Tarapore, had explained the 
entire process to Dr Howe in layman’s terms, Dr Howe 
was convinced of the merits of land reclamation to build 
Changi Airport.  With that conviction, he had swayed 
the Singapore Cabinet to his point of view.  

The rest is history; in August 1981, operations stopped 
one night at Paya Lebar Airport and began at Changi 
Airport the next morning.  The Prime Minister then, Mr 
Lee Kuan Yew, was so impressed with Dr Howe and 
Vijiaratnam’s exploits that he recorded their achievement 
in his memoirs.

“Two men played key roles in making Changi 
Airport a success.  Howe Yoon Chong was forceful 
in executing policies.  He had encouraged me to 
move the airport from Paya Lebar to Changi by 
assuring me he had a team that could do it in time.  
He did, with the resources of the Port of Singapore 
Authority, its chief engineer, A Vijiaratnam, and Lim 
Hock San, a promising officer who implemented 
the project and became director of civil aviation in 
1980. ”

Mr Lee Kuan Yew, Former Prime Minister of 
Singapore, in his book, From Third World to First: The 

Singapore Story – 1965-2000.
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Former Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, and his wife (both in white caps) inspecting the Changi reclamation site with Vijiaratnam and his team
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“A siren sounded by Vijiaratnam

(second from right), Director of

Engineering Services, Port Authority,

signalled the official commencement

of major reclamation work at Changi

for the Changi Airport. The project,

described as the biggest reclamation

contract in South-East Asia at a cost

of $239 million, is scheduled to be

completed by March 1979.”

Photo and caption courtesy of
National Archives

PSA Carnival Day: Vijiaratnam (centre) with 

Cabinet Ministers, Othman Wok (extreme left) 

and Yong Nyuk Lin (next to Othman Wok) 
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Vijiaratnam, however, would not take credit for himself 
and chooses to acknowledge all the people he had 
worked with. 

“India was very good at this reclamation; they had 
700 models at the time. And we had worked with 
two of the top engineers from India.  Many of the 
Indian engineers had degrees from distinguished 
places like Harvard and they were really dedicated 
to their cause; they wouldn’t move to Singapore 
even though we offered much more money than 
they were earning in India.  They were real experts 
in their field, well-trained and had spent a lot of 
their time overseas.  We even sent some of our 
people to India for a few weeks to learn from them.  

I also had a very good team of engineers under me 
at the time.  I always believe in hiring people who 
knew more than I.  What’s the point of you and your 
staff knowing only the same thing?  They should 
know something better than you.  Always hire 
someone smarter than you, it’s alright, because the 
credit will go to you anyway.  And always encourage 
them to express their ideas, otherwise, you’ll kill 
their enthusiasm.”   

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

In fact, Vijiaratnam was always on the lookout for good 
talent to join his projects.  Due to his excellent reputation 
and track record, he was often given the liberty to act as 
he saw fit.  

“I was free to hire and fire, and I didn’t have to wait 
for a vacancy to hire someone whom I thought was 
good.  I even went abroad to recruit people.  The 
first time I went to Sri Lanka, my father’s homeland, 
was to recruit staff.  The interview was held at 
a hotel and when I arrived, I saw several people 
wearing suits and waiting around in the lobby.  I 
asked the Reception if there was a Rotary Club 
meeting on and they said ‘No, they are waiting for 
you’. So I hired a few people, with the help of one of 
the Chief Engineers in Sri Lanka.  

I also did a recruitment drive in India.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Vijiaratnam travelled widely for his work and that was 
his opportunity to soak up ideas and develop new 
concepts that would work for Singapore.  His mind 
was constantly working on engineering solutions and 
innovation, to push the envelope for Singapore.
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“The role of an engineer is to have ideas and 
implement them.  I got my ideas from England, the 
United States, Japan, Rotterdam; the Dutch had a 
saying, ‘God made the world but the Dutch made 
Holland’ - they had created a port in the sea.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

But his tenure in the civil service had not always been a 
bed of roses.  When the British withdrew from Singapore 
in the 60s, civil servants had to endure a pay cut.  Thus, 
Vijiaratnam had to take on two jobs to support his 
family.  

“I had built a house just before that and needed 
to pay the mortgage.  So I took on a second job 
lecturing at the Singapore Polytechnic at nights, 
after work. I did it three times a week from 6 pm to 
9 pm for three years, lecturing at the Department 
of Engineering.  I prepared the students for the 
Institution of Structural Engineers’ examinations in 
the UK. That way, they didn’t have to go to the UK 
like we had to before. 

Fortunately, the students at the Polytechnic liked me 
and I encouraged the bright ones to join me or the 
civil service.  A couple of them came to work for me 
later.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Vijiaratnam believed that if he employed people better 
than himself, they would introduce new ideas and new 
ways of doing things.  This would lead to innovation 
and also allow him to move on to do novel projects.

His outstanding achievements in Engineering have not 
only been recognised in Singapore but in the global 
engineering sector as well.  He is mentioned in the 1984 
book International Who’s Who in Engineering 
published in the United Kingdom.
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In recognition . . . 
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In recognition . . . 
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PORTRAIT 
OF A PROFESSIONAL
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“Dr Vijiaratnam was Director of Engineering and 
I was taking care of operations at PSA when the 
containerisation project was going on. His favourite 
expression before embarking on anything was, 
‘Better find out first’, because what we were doing 
was new and revolutionary.  We were lucky to have 
him with us, as he was practical, down-to-earth 
and approachable.  His solutions don’t cost a lot 
of money, but when they’re effected, you’d see how 
simple and obvious they actually are.  

To take a phrase out of his sporting style, he says, 
‘When I shoot, I don’t aim for the precise corner, I 
just hit between the posts’.  So that’s the practical 
approach he has taken with projects; not overly 
optimistic, but very realistic. His attitude is, ‘If you 
do your best, you will be rewarded’.  

He is a decent human being who has faith in his 
staff, because he knows what he is doing and is 
confident in what he does.  He’s a team player who 
says winning as a team is more important than 
whoever scores the goal.”    

Chung Kek Choo, Former Director of Operations, 
Port of Singapore Authority

“I was Viji’s boss when he was Senior Executive 
Engineer for Design and Research at the PWD.  He 
did good work, as I witnessed whenever I visited his 
project sites.  One of the best decisions I had made 
was to transfer him to PSA, because he made a 
success of PSA.  I am very proud of him because he 
did a good job.  I hadn’t done anything for PSA, but I 
did send Viji there.

Together with a few other engineers, we founded the 
Institution of Engineers Singapore, IES, to improve 
local qualifications so that young engineers here can 
become professionals without having to go abroad.  
We started this whole thing from the ground up, 
using the PWD and PSA conference rooms for our 
meetings.  Through the IES, we were able to carry 
our profession forward.”  

Dr Kenneth Gin, Former Director of 

Public Works, PWD
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“I met Dr Viji in the mid 1970s when he was working 
on the project to build Changi Airport.  I am a 
consultant on soil improvement, so I worked with 
him regarding land reclamation for the airport.  

The most important thing about him is that you feel 
you can trust him.  He is a trustworthy man. 

He also has very good judgement; when he hears a 
good idea, he accepts it and works on it right away.  
And when he is getting bad advice, he will reject it.  
So for someone overseeing the project, I couldn’t 
have asked for a better client. 

He is one of the best amongst people I’ve worked 
with, all over the world.   He is not only a good 
engineer, but also a good engineer administrator 
who can execute projects well.  He has contributed a 
lot to the development of Singapore.”

Emeritus Professor Lee Seng Lip,  
Consultant on Changi Airport Project 

“The clearest sign of what Dr Viji is like, is the fact 
that whenever I went on leave, I had no trouble 
finding people to fill in for me; because they all loved 
Dr Viji and working with him, as he is such a nice 
boss.  He wants things done fast, he is an impatient 

man, but he doesn’t shout at you.  He would tell you 
nicely, ‘I need this quickly, can you do it fast?’  Even 
when people who filled in for me couldn’t work as 
quickly as I did, because it’s unfamiliar territory, he 
would help them to do their work.  He would help 
them to look for things, he would remember how I 
did things and told them.  So he made staff feel at 
home when working for him.  Most people would 
say, ‘I don’t want to work for the Director or any of 
the big bosses’.  But people were eager to work with 
him, it’s marvellous!    

Even his bosses loved him very much.  He is always 
respectful and he always spoke the truth to them.  
So they respected him too for that.  He is on the 
level, if it’s not the right thing to do, he will speak the 
truth. 

His door was open to anyone, he never said, ‘You 
talk to your boss first and then your boss will see 
me’.  We had people from the highest engineers 
to the lowest level labourers seeing him.  People 
even sought his advice on personal issues and he 
always helps anyone who approaches him.  Even 
if he couldn’t do anything, he would find someone 
who could; he finds creative ways to help.  And he 
would follow up; some people just recommend and 
then forget about it, but he will remember and check 
on it.  He takes the trouble to remember things. So I 
have learnt a lot from him. 
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And I was honoured that he invited me to go with 
his wife to see him awarded his Doctor of Letters by 
NUS.  He is devoted to his family.  I know his whole 
family and it is a sign of his upbringing style that 
even his children – who are all successful today – 
are also very nice and humble, whereas some high-
ranking people have rude children.  And he doesn’t 
talk about himself saying, ‘I’m so and so,’ so that’s 
why his children didn’t know about his position and 
status when they were young.      

Dr Viji has a noble heart; you can be a genius, but 
you can’t go far without heart.  You cannot find 
another person like him, he’s incomparable.”  

Andrea Leo, Former Personal Assistant to  
Dr Vijiaratnam in PSA

Vijiaratnam receiving his PhD
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“I worked under Dr Viji in PWD from 1959, and 
when he was seconded to PSA and needed people 
there, he got me to apply and move over there.  

Because of his sporting background, he is good in 
dealing with people.  For example, he entrusted the 
surveying section to me completely, with so many 
staff under me.  And he never questioned what was 
happening.  That is his style.  Even if he were to see 
any staff anywhere in town, he never asked ‘What 
are you doing here?’ because he had trust in us.  But 
if he received a bad report about you, he would call 
you in and question you; he is very firm that way.  
But he doesn’t hold grudges; he would scold you 
left and right if you did something wrong, but he 
forgets everything the next moment.  So as a result, 
everyone in PWD or PSA says, ‘He’s a great man’.  
The labourers practically worshipped him.  

Even when he went off to start PSA’s subsidiary, 
SPECS Consultants, after retirement, the firm did well 
because of all his contacts from his Brighton College 
days.  He knew people from all over the world and 
got on well with them.  That was how he was able to 
secure international contracts and projects.       

The secret of his success is in not micromanaging.  
No one else will do that.  He is a complete 
professional, outstanding engineer and still manages 
to be a devoted family man, and loyal friend.  He 
has no shortcomings, with most people you will find 

shortcomings but no one speaks ill of him. Men like 
him are rare.”         

R Raveendran, Former Head of Survey  
Department in PWD and PSA  

“I joined the PSA after I returned from my studies in 
the USA.  By then, my Dad had retired and moved to 
SPECS Consultants.  Everyone I worked with in PSA 
knew him.  They only had good things to say about 
him, not because I was his son, but because they all 
looked up to him.  They said he always cared for 
everyone’s welfare, even the tea lady’s.  

They say he’s kind and gentle; you could make 
mistakes, and he would not blow it up.  He would 
handle it.  He wouldn’t fire you but reassign you to 
something more suitable.  But he is firm, he would 
tell you off in a closed-door meeting.

Because his superiors listened to his counsel, he 
knew that the buck stopped with him.  That allowed 
him to look after his staff without having to sack 
anyone.  He would be fiery with his bosses but 
gentle with his subordinates, whom he would train 
and guide.

He would give people the time they needed to train 
and to get up to speed for a job.  If you needed 
six months to learn, he’d give you the six months, 
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whereas other bosses may give you only two.  So 
what that means is that he would carry your weight 
for that additional four months which other bosses 
are not willing to do.   

He only loses his cool if someone is unethical, not if 
they make a mistake.  But if you lie and cheat, you’ve 
had it.”  

Vijendran Vijiaratnam

“I knew my father was somebody because I had sat 
in his office and seen people come and go; I would 
sit in his secretary’s room and watch them go by.  I 
knew that people liked him.  He was the blue-eyed 
boy of his fierce boss, Mr Howe Yoon Chong, and he 
had good relations with all the other people.  

He’d always played team sports, not individual 
sports, so he knew how to manage a team.  He had 
often been team captain, so he knew how to take 
charge.

He always told my children that studies are one 
thing but extra-curricular activities are another.  
Because he was a sportsman, he could think 
differently.  So with his staff, he didn’t look only at 
certificates and paper qualifications.  He’s open to 
ideas, rather than academic thoughts only.

But he’s always straight-talking, honest and blunt, 
no diplomacy.  And very punctual, he would go off 

if people were late, regardless of their status or 
standing.”

Rajini Vijiaratnam

   
“I never realised my father’s standing until I was in 
Secondary 2, when Uncle Paran, the former Principal 
of Gan Eng Seng School and a close family friend, 
asked, ‘Do you know that your Dad is someone 
very important and influential?’ ‘Really?’ I asked. 
I only started to find out things after that.  Uncle 
Paran was the first to make me aware of it.  I have 
an uncle who holds a high position in the National 
University of Singapore, but I never knew my father 
was equally well placed.  In the same year my father 
received a Gold Public Administration Medal from 
the government, another uncle had received the 
Bronze Medal, so I had simply thought ‘Oh, the 
government gives out medals routinely to everyone.’  
So it never occurred to me that he was someone 
high-ranking.

He always says that you must do your best in 
whatever you do, otherwise, don’t do it.  And he is 
particular about the fact that you must complete and 
see through what you have started; you cannot give 
up half way.  He also always said, ‘Have people more 
capable that you in your team so that as a team you 
will succeed’. These are philosophies I adopt to this 
day.

The other thing is, honesty.  You must work with 
integrity and don’t work for monetary rewards only. 
Work hard because it is the right thing to do. ”  

Shiamala Vijiaratnam
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From left: Lee Seng Lip, Kenneth Gin, R Raveendran, Vijiaratnam and Chung Kek Choo
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CHAPTER 7  

THE OLYMPIAN
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National Hero

The demands of being a professional engineer never 
diminished Vijiaratnam’s first love – sports.  

This was despite the ankle injury he had sustained 
during a soccer game in Singapore in the early 1940s, 
before leaving for Brighton.  

However, there had been a point early on in Brighton 
when he had thought that his sporting days were over.

“Although I played games in Brighton after my ankle 
injury, it used to give me trouble in winter.  It was 
painful in the cold.” 

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

But true to his nature, Vijiaratnam held on and 
persevered throughout his tenure as captain of both the 
hockey and cricket teams in Brighton College.  

Once that was over, however, he decided it was well and 
truly time to hang up his boots.  The pain in his ankle 
was increasing and his advancing age was not helping.  
He was, after all, older than his peers due to the years 
of education lost during the Japanese occupation of 
Singapore.

“I was already aged 32 in Brighton College.  I 
thought I was old.  So I decided to stop playing 
games.  I gave everything - my games paraphernalia 
- away to my friends.  So I came back to Singapore 
with nothing, and no thoughts of playing games.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

Yet, his reputation had remained sterling and the people 
and fans in Singapore had not forgotten his prowess.  

So at the ripe old age of 35, Vijiaratnam was poised to 
embark on the ultimate journey of his sporting life, one 
that marks the pinnacle of every sportsman’s career. 

“I had thrown my hockey stick away when I came 
back to Singapore.  I was thinking, ‘No more of this 
for me’.  

And then they picked me to represent Singapore’s 
hockey team for the Melbourne Olympics!”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

The 1956 Olympic Games would be held in Melbourne, 
Australia. The nation had called upon Vijiaratnam and  
he could not refuse.  His impressive performance as 
centre-forward for Singapore’s pre-Olympic tour of 
Indonesia led to his place on the Olympic roster, and as 
fate would have it, the Singapore hockey team qualified 
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for the Olympics.  Malaya was the only other Asian 
country seeded among the 12 qualifying teams for the 
hockey tournament.

Morale was high in Singapore and Vijiaratnam’s team 
mates were hailed as heroes.

“There were several send-off parties by the various 
sports clubs.  Even the PWD gave me a party.  We 
were garlanded at the airport as we departed.  I 
really felt elated before playing at the Olympics!”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
 

The Singapore hockey team comprised 18 players 
and did rather well in the early games. Vijiaratnam 
scored in their opening game against the United States 
of America.  That inspired the team to push on and 
soundly beat the United States 6-1.  They were in high 
spirits from then on.

“We won most of the games we played, until we 
got to the game against New Zealand.  They were 
considered a weak side, so our coach was feeling 
confident and decided to field all our reserves in the 
game against them.  We ended up getting roundly 
thrashed!

Naturally we were upset with the coach, and even 
told him off.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
  

It was a great disappointment and the team returned 
to Singapore without a trophy.  The hockey matches he 
played in Melbourne marked the end of Vijiaratnam’s 
involvement in the game.  Age and injury were definitely 
proving too much for him to continue. 

By then, he had already phased himself out of playing 
soccer, and in 1958, he also stopped playing rugby.

“You shouldn’t wait to be thrown out of the sport.  
Retire or quit from the games when you find that 
you can’t walk so well anymore.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
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Bowing Out

Vijiaratnam continued to play cricket after relinquishing 
soccer, hockey and rugby, as he felt it was physically 
less demanding and taxing.    

“You don’t have to run so much in cricket compared 
to hockey or the other games.”

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam

But with time, he gave that up as well.  When he was 
truly well and ready to hang up his boots, he did so 
with no regrets.  He relishes the fond memories.

“Some of my best moments were winning 3 cups in 
one year, then playing for the Rovers in Singapore 
and, of course, representing Singapore in the 
Olympics.  

I had a lot of energy in my youth.  There was one 
time in Kuala Lumpur when I played two finals in 
one day; the hockey finals from 3pm to 4.30 pm, 
and then I went straight for the soccer finals after 
that.

I enjoyed playing all my games, but my favourite is 
soccer.” 

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam
  

Vijiaratnam played one last soccer game after he ‘retired’ 
from sports.  Singapore’s legendary soccer coach, Choo 
Seng Quee, had organised the Tengku Abdul Rahman 
Cup in 1977, featuring several of Singapore’s former 
national players.  The fact that 35 000 people turned 
up to watch the game speaks volumes of the draw that 
soccer and the local players had in those days.   
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CHAPTER 8 

THE FATHER FIGURE
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Dr Vijiaratnam at his 70th birthday celebrations
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Bonding with his First-Born 

In pursuing his dream of becoming the first Asian 
engineer in Singapore and ending the Western 
domination of the profession here, Vijiaratnam had 
to spend five years in England, away from his wife, 
Yoga Soundary Subramaniam. He could not return to 
Singapore once in all the five years, not even for the 
birth of his first child, Rajini, on 6 February 1951.

That initially caused a disconnect with his young 
daughter.  

“In my early years, Dad’s brothers were more like 
the father figure for me. I was close to my Uncle 
Neysa, Dad’s younger brother.   

I remember going with my mother and Uncle Neysa 
to greet and welcome my Dad when he got off the 
ship from England.  But he was a stranger to me; 
I had never seen him before.  That was my first 
reaction at age five.  

Five years is a long time to bridge, so it took a 
while for me to develop an attachment to him.  My 
mother had to coax me to get familiar with him.  
Even when he asked me to lay beside him when 
he’s resting in bed, I’d say, ‘No’.  I wouldn’t sit in the 
front seat of the car next to him, I’d always go to the 
back.  

But I have to say one thing; he had brought a doll 
for me from England, it’s very big and could blink 
and talk.  I still have that doll with me today.” 

Rajini Vijiaratnam
        

With time, a strong bond developed between father and 
daughter.  Vijiaratnam was especially protective of his 
oldest child, perhaps unconsciously compensating for 
not having seen her through her early years.   

“After I completed my medical studies abroad and 
came back to work in Singapore General Hospital, 
he bought me a car.  I hadn’t even asked for it, but 
he got it anyway.  He seemed to know what we 
wanted or needed, and would get it for us.  “Uncle Neysa” (Neysadurai) was Vijiaratnam’s third sibling
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And he drove his own car behind mine as I went 
to work the night shifts, all the way until I reached 
the hospital.  He wouldn’t leave until I called him 
from inside the hospital to say I was safe and 
sound.  He did all that despite his work and other 
commitments. And he did that every single time 
until I got married.  After that, I suppose he thought 
it was my husband’s responsibility.” 

Rajini Vijiaratnam

Vijiaratnam was able to maintain a fine balance in 
directing his children without being overbearing.

“He told me I should become a Physics teacher as 
I was good at the subject, but I told him I wanted 
to be a doctor and he let me pursue that.  He is 
open to suggestions, so if you give him options, he 
won’t say, ‘No,’ to you.  He would also give you the 
pros and cons of doing something, and you may 
eventually tilt towards his opinion too.  So he was a 
dominant figure, but not domineering.  He was not 
strict, he was supportive.

We were never afraid of him, we were always happy 
whenever he was home. Our mother was stricter 
than he.  He used to leave for work at 7.30 am and 
return at 5 pm, if he had no other commitments.  
When we saw him coming, we threw our books 

aside and went off to play.  Mum would force us 
to study, because she wanted her daughters to be 
well-educated and independent.  Dad always used 
to say he never studied, so he didn’t expect us to, 
either.  But he expects us to do our best.  That’s all 
he wanted from us.”   

Rajini Vijiaratnam

Guide and Mentor

Vijiaratnam’s second child, born on 9 May 1956, was 
also a girl.  He easily established a rapport with little 
Shiamala. The knowledge of his firm presence steering 
her gave the young girl a strong foundation and sense 
of security.

“Growing up, Dad was always around.  He was 
thirty-four when I was born, so he was much older 
compared to my contemporaries’ Dads.  He took 
me to school on my first day.  Every single school 
function, appointment with the doctor or dentist, 
Dad would take us.  I don’t know how he could be 
there all the time, because I struggle to do that with 
my own children.  

In kindergarten, I used to cry every day because I 
didn’t want to go.  Every time he dropped me off, 
I’d tell him to wait for me.  So he would go off and 
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Dr Vijiaratnam’s children (from left) - Vijendran, Vanaja, Shiamala and Rajini
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Yoga Soundary and Dr VijiaratnamDr Vijiaratnam’s children (from left) - Vijendran, Vanaja, Shiamala and Rajini
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come back at recess, then leave after that and return 
to take me home later.  He did that for two weeks, in 
spite of his work, until I got used to kindergarten.”

Shiamala Vijiaratnam
      

As Shiamala grew, Vijiaratnam’s constant counsel 
guided her through challenging times in school.

“I had a bent for Science subjects, not Humanities, 
so in Secondary School I did badly in Literature, 
scoring red marks.  He told me, ‘You must read, 
understand and analyse the material – that’s how 
you do Literature’. He didn’t berate me or scold me.  
And because he was so nice about it, I went on to 
score A1 for Literature in my ‘O’ Level Examinations.  
I made an effort after that conversation.

When I was doing my Chartered Accountancy 
examinations in England, I wanted to give up after 
my second paper.  I was so sure I had flunked it 
and I didn’t see the point in doing papers 3 and 4, 
because you are required to pass every one of the 
four papers to get through.  So I had called Dad 
immediately after that paper to tell him I planned 
to skip the rest of the papers.  It was a critical call 
because you didn’t make long-distance telephone 
calls often in those days; they were expensive. 
He told me to go ahead and do the other papers 

anyway, with whatever preparation I had already 
made. ‘Treat it like a revision, practice paper or 
rehearsal.  Don’t panic, you have prepared for 
it, just do your best’. I am glad I took his word, 
because I passed after all.    

He wrote to me every week the whole time I was 
studying in England.  I had gone there at age 17 
to study for nine years and he wrote every week.  
During my examinations, he wrote every day - 
aerogramme letters.  The post would come in at 
6.30 am, so I read his letters before going for my 
exams; he would always have some encouraging 
words for me.  It was the first thing I looked for and 
forward to.  It was great!”    

Shiamala Vijiaratnam

Vijiaratnam did not let up on his reassuring presence, 
even through Shiamala’s adulthood.   

“As I was leaving England, he went over there to 
accompany me back, although I had been alone 
and independent during all those years in England, 
with only his old friend from Brighton College, Mr 
Dyers, as my official guardian.  I think he knew that 
I would be sad to leave and his presence would be 
a great comfort.  Then, on my first day of work in 
Singapore, he accompanied me.  When I asked why 
he wanted to do that, he said, ‘It’s your first day, 
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I have to be there’. So he took the bus with me, a 
half-hour journey, and saw me off at my stop.  That 
was my first day at work in Singapore!

So I grew up thinking it was normal for fathers to 
be so present in their children’s lives.  It was only 
much later that I realised that for most people, their 
fathers were hardly there and rarely participated in 
their activities.  But he was so involved in ours.”

Shiamala Vijiaratnam

Three Times Lucky

Vijiaratnam’s third daughter, Vanaja was born on 2 
August 1958. Although his mother was unhappy with 
the birth of his third daughter, Vijiaratnam’s reaction was 
quite the opposite.  He has frequently said that given the 
choice of having four sons or four daughters, he would 
choose four daughters anytime, as a son is only your son 
until he gets a wife but a daughter is a daughter for life. 
 
Vijiaratnam never showed any difference in the way 
he raised his daughters and son. He believed that a 
girl could do anything a boy would.  With Vanaja, the 
youngest of his three daughters, he allowed her to 
pursue various interests. When she asked to pursue her 
studies in England, he encouraged her, helping her find 
suitable courses.  He also accompanied her when she 
first went to Manchester to study.  

“I am very thankful to Daddy for the biggest gift he 
has given me, which is education. This has helped 
me to stand on my own feet. As a result, I was able 
to survive many mergers and acquisitions which my 
company has gone through and I am still with the 
same organisation today.” 

Vanaja Vijiaratnam

Role Model 

Vijiaratnam’s only son, Vijendran, was born on 29 May 
1960.  The young child made an early decision regarding 
his career, thanks to his father.

“I am an engineer because my father is my role 
model.  When I was young, about twelve or thirteen 
years old, he used to take me around to his projects; 
we’d take boat trips to the islands he was working 
on, I’d sit in his office or go to the work sites and 
see what’s going on.  So I picked up all that and 
made the decision to be an engineer very early in 
life.  That’s why I became a Civil and Environmental 
engineer.    

I like the outdoors and civil engineering provided 
that outlet.  I make sure my work and office is on 
site, not indoors.  So I stayed away from designing.   
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The family (from left) - Vijendran, Shiamala, Yoga Soundary, Dr Vijiaratnam, Rajini and Vanaja
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The family (from left) - Vijendran, Shiamala, Yoga Soundary, Dr Vijiaratnam, Rajini and Vanaja



94

I learnt from his example.  He doesn’t push his 
deadlines, he delivers his targets every time. Even in 
his 90s he didn’t like to put things off.  For example, 
when I gave him his credit card bills, he would stop 
whatever he was doing and took his cheque-book 
to pay.  ‘You have one month, Dad,’ I’d tell him.  He 
didn’t listen.  He would pay on the spot.  And that’s 
what he was like at work, he didn’t like to leave 
anything on the table.  His desk was always empty 
at the end of each day.”  

Vijendran Vijiaratnam

The Extended Family

Vijiaratnam’s influence spread beyond his immediate 
family circle.  While his son and brothers all became Civil 
Engineers in his wake, the trend did not stop there.  

“One of Mum’s sisters, fondly called ‘Saroja akka’, 
had to go overseas with her husband so Dad took 
both their sons in.  The two boys came to live with 
us for quite some time and as a result, both became 
civil engineers because of Dad’s influence.”

Shiamala Vijiaratnam

Taking family members into their home was a common 
practice in the Vijiaratnam household.  Vijiaratnam’s wife, 
Yoga Soundary, affectionately called ‘Baby’ by family 
members, had a generous nature, always welcoming 
anyone who needed sanctuary, particularly her relatives 
from Malaysia. 

“My mother had lost her father early in life and had 
her younger sister come to live with us.  This aunt 
had wanted to study Medicine in the University here 
and Dad had supported her decision.  So she came 
to Singapore for her medical studies and lived with 
us until she completed her course.  Dad was like a 
father figure to her.

Anandarajah (left) and Arulrajah (right), Yoga 

Soundary’s  nephews, both lived with Vijiaratnam’s family 

and eventually became engineers in his wake
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Another of mother’s sisters had a daughter who 
was having a hard time during her ‘O’ Levels.  My 
aunt’s husband had to travel from state to state 
in Malaysia for his work, with his family trailing 
along.  My cousin’s studies were being disrupted.  
So Dad had suggested that she stayed with us.  She, 
Vasantha akka, lived with us from age eighteen until 
she got married at thirty-one.  

Another cousin, Vimala akka, also lived with us for 
four years.”     

Shiamala Vijiaratnam

It is natural to welcome family and friends into one’s 
home, but Vijiaratnam’s family made no exception for 
strangers, who eventually became like family.  

“When I was about ten years old, a Chinese lady 
came to our house looking for work.  She was 
pregnant, so my mother felt sorry for her and 
employed her as a maid.  Dad got her husband a 
job at the PSA as a painter and the family moved 
into the servant’s section of our PSA quarters.  They 
became part of our family for 15 years.  In his free 
time, the husband would also do some work around 
our house and some gardening.  One of their 
daughters went on to Raffles Girls’ School and the 
University, and their son also attended University 
on a teaching scholarship.  Until today, their father, 

who is in his seventies, likes to come to our house 
and do some gardening.  That’s how close the bond 
became.” 

Rajini Vijiaratnam

Enriching Minds

Vijiaratnam always kept an open house for young 
people who needed help with their studies and would 
go to him for guidance.

“Dad practically ran a tuition centre for the family.  
The kids would come to the house for tuition in 
Mathematics.  Grandchildren would stay over for 
the weekends to learn Mathematics, and Mum 
would be busy cooking for them. If the children 
have any Mathematics problems, he would say, 
‘Leave it with me’.  After he’s had the time to look 
at it, he would call with the solution.  This would 
usually be at 7 am, because he’s an early riser.”       

Rajini Vijiaratnam

“Even in his 70s, he was teaching his grandchildren 
‘A’ Level Mathematics.  He read up on the syllabus 
and studied the style and format in order to teach 
them.  He would read up before they arrived, and 
then teach them.  He’s a patient and loving teacher 
to them.  They all scored distinctions.”

Shiamala Vijiaratnam
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Pillar of Strength

Life had not always been smooth for Vijiaratnam, he 
had his fair share of challenges, trials and tribulations.  
But he faced it all with the same equanimity he had 
always displayed since his childhood and youth.  This 
intrinsic nature made him a natural leader as the oldest 
of seven siblings, a spontaneous captain for any team at 
work and play, and a dependable husband and father.  
He would be the first to shoulder any burden, and shield 
others from real distress.  

“Even if there had been hardship in our youth, we 
were never aware of it.  Dad had never let us feel 
it, and he never shared his troubles with us.  There 
must have been difficult times after the British left 

Singapore and his salary at the PWD was reduced.  
He had to take on a second job by working nights 
teaching at Singapore Polytechnic.  I used to see 
him marking papers in his spare time.  But it didn’t 
look as though he was having a difficult time.  It 
seemed to me as though he was enjoying it.

He’s a caring father, giving us the best and never 
depriving us of anything.” 

Rajini Vijiaratnam

From left: Rajini, Vimala, Vasantha, 

Rajmala, Meena
From left: Rajini, Shiamala, Vimala, Saroja, 

Balambikai, Vasantha, Rajmala 

Front, from left: Shiamala, Vijendran, Vanaja, 
Yogalingam 

Back, from left:  

Vasantha, Rajmala, Rajini, Vimala, Sivarajan 
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Dr Vijiaratnam with his extended family
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Dr Vijiaratnam with his children, in-laws and grandchildren
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Award of the Public Administration Medal (Gold) by the Singapore Government, presented by President Benjamin Sheares 
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EPILOGUE

Vijiaratnam had an illustrious career and left his imprint on several aspects of Singapore’s infrastructural growth and 
development.  Almost every local landmark is his legacy; Changi Airport, PSA’s container terminals, Sentosa Island, 
Singapore Cable Car, just to name a few.  He was also instrumental in the founding of the Institution of Engineers 
Singapore. 

His contributions were not confined to civil engineering and structures.  Beyond his career, Vijiaratnam has also 
guided and steered organisations on a voluntary basis.  One instance was during the time he was made Chairman 
of Singapore’s only Tamil daily, Tamil Murasu.  Readership was falling and he brought it back from the brink of 
bankruptcy.  Vijiaratnam introduced creative ways to raise its profile and revenue.  

At its 50th Golden Anniversary celebrations, Indian 
Movie News presented a cheque for S$10 000 to Tamil 
Murasu Chairman, Dr Vijiaratnam, to be used for the 

newspaper’s Best Family Award 
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“I am not very good in the Tamil language so I could not influence content, but I ramped up the sales for 
the newspaper.  My idea was to create interest among school students, make it something they would buy 
to improve their language skills.  So we featured mock exam papers, published best essays contributed by 
students, wrote stories about India or interesting articles so more people would read, and we started serial 
stories with daily instalments of the stories so people would be hooked to follow the story every day.  I got 
sponsorship and advertisement from Indian companies.  It was a privately run paper then, and by the time 
Singapore Press Holdings came to buy it out, sales had increased by fifty percent.”  

Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam   

“Under his guidance, Tamil Murasu was transformed from a struggling vernacular paper with a dwindling 
circulation to one which is profitable. It is now more reader-friendly and widely embraced by the Indian 
community, including younger Indians. Under Vijiaratnam’s chairmanship Tamil Murasu underwent two 
major revamps in 1999 and, in April 2005, to beef up its coverage of local and foreign news, as well as sports 
and entertainment. It now gives readers a daily dose of ‘something for everyone’”.

Lim Chin Beng, Chairman, Singapore Press Holdings,

 during an interview with The Straits Times

Dr Vijiaratnam, Patron of the Sri Ruthra 

Kaliamman Temple, attending the temple’s 

Centenary Celebrations Dinner on 21st September 

2013 where Minister Khaw Boon Wan was the 

Guest-of-Honour
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Vijiaratnam had been active in community service. For example, he was trustee of the Singapore Ceylon Tamils 
Association and the Ceylon Sports Club.  

He was also a trustee of and mentor to several temples in Singapore. For example, he had guided the Sri Senpaga 
Vinayagar temple during various stages of development. The relocation and building of Sri Ruthra Kaliamman Temple 
at Depot Road had benefitted from his input; with his advice on fund collection, it became the first temple in Singapore 
to conduct a public donation drive. In 1988, the temple had mobilised a group of Singapore citizens of Indian origin to 
make representations to a Parliamentary Select Committee.  Vijiaratnam was among this group who were successful 
and instrumental in the inclusion of Indians as a distinct minority community in the two Constitution Amendment Bills 
relating to Group Representation Constituency (GRC) that were passed by Parliament. The Sri Arasakesari Sivan Temple 
and the Sree Ramar Temple had also enjoyed his committed care. 

In the same vein, he had sat on several other bodies and organisations, contributing in whatever capacity he was called 
upon to do.  These include the Nanyang Technological University as the First Pro-Chancellor, the Presidential Council 
on Minority Rights, the Hindu Endowment Board, the National University of Singapore, and several others.

He continued to serve even after retiring from SPECS Consultants in 1995.  Yet, he was discerning enough to step back 
whenever he felt it was time for someone younger and more agile in mind and body to move forward and do their 
part.

To stay young, he always kept company with the young ones in the family.

“I spent the time with my grandchildren, teaching them Mathematics.  It’s good for the brain.”
Dr Vijiaratnam Arumugam   

Vijiaratnam passed away on 18 February 2016 as this book was going to print. He was 94 and had remained his 
equanimous self, enjoying the company of old friends right to the end, in the midst of the family he had remained 
devoted to despite the demands of his career and public service commitments.

When asked how he would sum up what he had been through, the sporting legend – the only Singaporean to have 
represented Singapore in four sports, namely hockey, cricket, football and rugby – and the first Singaporean to become 
a full-fledged engineer, said, “I have reached the pinnacle.  What else can I ask for?” he laughed.
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Work Experience

1954-1955 Assistant Engineer, Coode and Partners, London. Responsible for the design of the 
Lighter Berth at Pert Harcourt, Nigeria

1956-1960 Civil Engineer, Public Works Department, Supervision of construction of airport 
development comprising runway, taxi way and apron building works.
Construction  supervision of Highways
District Engineer in charge of all engineering development works in the eastern 
region of Singapore

1960-1964 Senior Executive Engineer (Design and Research), Public Works Department.
In charge of planning, design and construction supervision of schools, hospital 
airport development, highways etc.

In charge of the soils and materials testing laboratory which undertook all the 
necessary testing analysis involved for the projects carried out by the Public Works 
Department

1960-1964 PT Lecturer, Singapore Polytechnic

1964-1970 Director ( Engineering Services), Port of Singapore Authority (PSA)
In charge of PSA’s Engineering Services Division comprising of the following 
departments:
Civil and Structural Engineering Services
Electrical Engineering
Mechanical Equipment
Marine Engineering
Overall in charge of port development works including construction of conventional 
berths, transit sheds, warehouses and back up facilities as well as Equipment 
workshop and stores Complex
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1970-1975 Director (Engineering Services), PSA Engineering  and Consultancy Services
Overall administration , direction and control of the Engineering Services Division, 
comprising the following sectors:
Civil and Structural Engineering Services
Electrical and Mechanical Engineering Services
Marine Engineering

In charge of construction supervision of PSA Container Terminal Development  
involving the construction of 3 main container berths, 2 feeder yard areas, freight 
stations, container operations yard area gateways systems and other infrastructures

In charge of major reclamation works for airport development, together with soil 
improvement works for runway, taxiway and high speed turnoffs

Expansion and maintenance of the Port’s extensive fleet of equipment for conventional 
and containerised cargo

He was also responsible for the planning, design, construction, execution and 
development of all major port-engineering projects, PSA warehousing, flatted 
factories services, Stop and Reception Treatment Centre, housing projects, cable 
car project, tourist island Sentosa, major reclamation and soil improvement works 
including the reclamation of Changi for the Singapore International Airport and 
Island projects. Feasibility study for the development of port facilities at Bacolod and 
Mariveles Bay in the Philippines
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1976-1980 Engineering Consultant – PSA Engineering  and Consultancy Services
Overall administration, direction and control of the Engineering Services Division, 
undertaking development projects for PSA, providing consultancy services for both 
overseas projects and for large private organisations in Singapore. The engineering 
services division comprises the following sectors:
Consultancy Projects
Civil and Structural Engineering Services
Electrical and Marine Engineering Services
Mechanical Equipment Services

Appointed by the World Bank to be their consultant to the Government of Thailand 
for the proposed development of major Thai ports at Sattahip, Bangkok and Chuk 
Samet

Brief feasibility study for the Port Authority of Fiji, for proposed rehabilitation and 
improvement works at Suva, Fiji.

1980-1995 Executive Chairman, SPECS Consultants Pte Ltd, subsidiary of PSA. 
As Chairman he was involved in undertaking overseas projects, mainly in China, 
Brunei, Malaysia, Fiji and Mauritius. Other advisory assignments were carried out 
for Oman, Sri Lanka and the United Arab Emirates relating to port development 
projects 

1996-2006 Arbitrator with the Singapore Institute of Arbitrators dealing in Engineering Disputes 
well into his eighties.
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Board Membership

1969-1972 Board Member, Jurong Town Corporation

1970-1980 Chairman, Port and Marine Services Pte Ltd

1971-1980 President, Keppel Club

1972-1974 President, Institution of Engineers, Singapore

1972-1975 President, Port Authority Recreation Cub

From 1973

From 1973
From 1973  
From 1973

Trustee, Sri Arasakesari Sivan Temple 

Trustee, Sri Senpaga Vinayagar Temple
Trustee, Ceylon Sports Club.
Trustee, Singapore Ceylon Tamils Association

1974-1979 Member, Singapore Polytechnic Engineering Advisory Committee

1974-1977 Director, Singapore Cable Car Pte Ltd

1975-1981 Director, Sentosa Development Corporation

1975-1982 Member, Executive Committee on Airport Development 

From 1976 Trustee, and later, Patron, Sri Ruthra Kaliamman Temple

1976-1977 Director, Sentosa Golf Club Pte Ltd

1978-1980 Council Member, National University of Singapore  

1978-1980 Director, Applied Research Corporation

1978 Member, Advisory Committee, The Institution of Civil Engineers
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1979-1989 Board Member, International Development and Consultancy Corporation Pte Ltd (INDECO)

1981-1983 Vice President, Tanah Merah Country Club

1982-1988 Member, Liquor Licensing Board

1983-1989 Member, Hindu Endowment Board

1984-1985 Vice-President, Institution of Structural  Engineers, UK (First Asian)

From 1985 Patron, Sree Ramar Temple

1986-1987 One of the Commissioners to investigate the collapse of the Hotel New World. As a result of the 
investigation Accreditation Checker System was introduced 

1988-1990 Member, Science Council

1988 Member, Indian and Other Minority Communities Committee

From 1988 Member, Sri Srinivasa Perumal Temple Management Committee

1988-2000
       -

Member, Panel of the Strata Titles Board

Trustee, Management Development Institute of Singapore (MDIS)

1989 Chairman, Accreditation Selection Panel for Accreditation of Checkers under the Building Control 
Act, 1989

1991 Member, Advisory Committee of the Nanyang Technological University, Centre for Advance 
Construction Studies

1991 Member, Consultative Committee, Faculty of Engineering, National University of Singapore

1992-2005 First Pro-Chancellor of Nanyang Technological University

       - Appointed by World Bank  to be consultant to the Government of Thailand for the proposed 
development of a major Thai port at Sattahip in Bangkok

1994-2003 Member, Presidential Council for Minority Rights (PCMR)

1995-2005 Chairman of the Board of Tamil Murasu Pte Ltd
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Professional Accreditation

Chartered Engineer United Kingdom

Fellow, American Society of Civil Engineers

Fellow, Institution of Civil Engineers, UK

Fellow, Chartered Institute of Transport, UK

Fellow, Institution of Structural  Engineers, UK

Fellow, Singapore Institute of Arbitrators, Singapore

Singapore Representative, Institution of Structural  Engineers, UK

Fellow, Institution of Engineers, Malaysia

Fellow, Institution of Engineers, Singapore
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Awards

1940-1944 Scholarship from PWD to study engineering in the Technical College in Kuala Lumpur

1946 Did the London Matriculation as a correspondence course by himself and passed in 1948 with 
a first class diploma

1950 Awarded Singapore Government Scholarship by British Government, to study Civil Engineering 
at Brighton College, now known as University of Brighton

1965 The Public Administration Medal (Silver), awarded by the Government of Singapore

1972 The Public Administration Medal (Gold), awarded by the Government of Singapore

1976 Long Service Medal, awarded by the Government of Singapore

1980 Honorary Doctor of Letters (DLitt), University of Singapore

1987 Lewis Kent Award by the Institution of Structural Engineers, United Kingdom, for his contribution 
to the engineering profession in the field of public works and consultancy 

1990 Member of team to receive IES Innovators Award for the submission, Layered-Clay-Sand  
Land Reclamation Scheme

1995 4th Asean Achievement Award for Excellence in the Engineering Field
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Sporting Accolades

1940-1958 Competitive Sporting Career, including representing Singapore in soccer, hockey, 
rugby and cricket

1956 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games, represented Singapore in hockey

1958 Stopped playing competitive sports

- First President of the Ex-National Soccer Players Association
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“Chairman of United Overseas Bank (UOB) Wee Cho Yaw presenting 

donation cheque for S$1.5 Million to Pro-Chancellor of Nanyang 

Technological University (NTU) Dr Vijiaratnam during launch of UOB 

professorship in banking at NTU held at UOB Plaza penthouse.”

Photo and caption courtesy of National Archives

As Pro-Chancellor of NTU  . . .
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Dr Vijiaratnam was among those considered to serve as Singapore’s President
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Dr Vijiaratnam received the 4th Asean  Achievement Award for Excellence 

in the Engineering Field
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Seated (left to right) 
Mr H R Hochstadt, Mr Chan Sek Keong, Mr Lee Kuan Yew,  Mr Yong Pung How (Chairman), Mr S Rajaratnam, Tuan Haji Othman bin Wok and Prof Lim Chong Yah

 
Standing (left to right)

Dr Andrew Chew, Mr Oscar Oliveiro,  Mr Sat Pal Khattar, His Grace Msgr Gregory Yong, Tuan Haji Ridzwan Dzafir, Dr A Vijiaratnam,  
Mr Abu Bakar bin Maidin and Mr P O Ram (Secretary)

Not in Picture 
Dr Goh Keng Swee 

Seated (left to right) 
Tuan Haji Othman bin Wok, Mr Chan Sek Keong, Prof S Jayakumar, Mr Goh Chok Tong, Mr Yong Pung How (Chairman), Mr Lee Kuan Yew, Dr Goh Keng Swee,  

Mr H R Hochstadt and Mr S Dhanabalan 

Standing (left to right)
Mr P O Ram (Secretary), Dr Andrew Chew, Mr Oscar Oliveiro, Prof Lim Chong Yah, His Grace Msgr Gregory Yong, Tuan Haji Ridzwan Dzafir,  

Mr Sat Pal Khattar, Dr A Vijiaratnam and Haji Shafawi Ahmad   

Presidential Council for Minority Rights Singapore 20 April 1996

Presidential Council for Minority Rights Singapore 12 February 1999
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President  SR Nathan & Mrs Nathan with members of the Sri Senpaga Vinayagar Temple 

Management Committee. Dr Vijiaratnam is seated second from left

Dr Vijiaratnam in his 90s was still popular and sought after by well wishers anywhere he goes, including dignitaries 

and Heads of States

Tharman Shanmugaratnam,  

Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore

S Iswaran, Minister for Trade 

and Industry

Former President of Singapore,  

S R Nathan, seated on the left
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“Madam Cho Lin (centre), wife of People’s Republic

of China Senior Vice-Premier Teng Hsiao-Ping

(Deng Xiaoping), on board the Port of Singapore

Authority (PSA) VIP motor launch at Clifford Pier.

She is accompanied by Mrs Ong Teng Cheong

(second from right), wife of Minister-in-attendance,

Minister for Communications and Acting Minister

for Culture. On the right is PSA Director

(Engineering Services) A Vijiaratnam. Madam Cho

is accompanying the Senior Vice-Premier on his

three-day visit to Singapore as part of a three-nation

tour of South-East Asia that includes

Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore.”

Photo and caption courtesy of National Archives

“Mrs A Vijiaratnam, wife of Port of Singapore

Authority Director (PSA) (Engineering Services)

presenting a bouquet to Madam Cho Lin

(centre), wife of the People’s Republic of China

Senior Vice-Premier Teng Hsiao-Ping (Deng

Xiaoping) and Madam Ho Li-Liang (right), wife of

Chinese Foreign Minister Huang Hua when they

visited Clifford Pier to tour the Singapore

waterfront. Madam Cho is accompanying the

Senior Vice-Premier on his three-day visit to

Singapore as part of a three-nation tour of South-East

Asia that includes Thailand, Malaysia and

Singapore.”

Photo and caption courtesy of National Archives



120

The Sunday Times, 23/04/1995
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Next Magazine, August 2012
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“From left: Lim Soo Ping, Professor Lee Seng Lip, Justice L P Thean, President Wee Kim Wee, Dr A Vijiaratnam 

and Professor Bengt B Broms, taken during presentation of Commission of Inquiry Report on Hotel New 

World disaster to President Wee Kim Wee at the Istana.”

Photo and caption courtesy of National Archives
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FAREWELL AND TRIBUTES
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The Straits Times, 19/02/2016

The Straits Times, 29/02/2016
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Tabla, 26/02/2016
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Deputy Prime Minister 
Tharman Shanmugaratnam at 

Dr Vijiaratnam’s wake

Tamil Murasu, 21/02/2016



130

Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean 
at Dr Vijiaratnam’s wake said, “He was 

a giant of a man”

Facebook Tribute by Minister for Culture, 
Community and Youth, Grace Fu, and former 

CEO of PSA South East Asia and Japan  

4

5

Eulogy

Tan Ee Ping
On behalf of my family and all engineers in Singapore, may I extend our 

sincere & deepest condolences to the family of the late Dr Vijiaratnam.

I have known Dr Vijiaratnam, my good friend, for some 50 years.  He had 

always been kind, fair & reasonable, accommodating and forgiving to people.

Dr Vijiaratnam graduated as a civil engineer in 1953.  He then worked at 

the Public Works Department and Port of Singapore Authority, and retired 

as the executive chairman, SPECS Consultants at the age of 75.  His 

engineering contribution towards our country’s infrastructures includes the 

design and development of ports, shipyards, oil & container terminals and 

major reclamation work for Changi Airport development.  Dr Vijiaratnam’s 

keen desire to promote the professional engineering practice, and his strong 

convictions and deep passion for engineering excellence, led him to serve on 

the Council of the Institution of Engineers, Singapore for many years.  He was 

the President, Institution of Engineers, Singapore, from 1972 to 1974.  For his 

invaluable contributions and service to the engineering profession, he was 

awarded the Lewis Kent Award by the Institution of Structural Engineers (UK) 

in 1988.  In 1995, he was awarded the ASEAN Achievement Award for his 

outstanding contribution to engineering.

He has consistently rendered his engineering skill and knowledge with utmost 

fidelity and with the highest standard of professional conduct. 

Dr Vijiaratnam always placed his professional service and standing of the 

profession before personal advantage, and public welfare above all other 

considerations.  He would never yield to temptation.

.
He dedicated himself to the dissemination of engineering knowledge to the 

younger members of the profession.  He had set an example that engineering 

professional service and expertise carries along with it the obligation to serve 

humanity with complete sincerity, fair dealing, tolerance and respect.  His 

character was impeccable and exemplary.

Dr Vijiaratnam had contributed immensely to the community and society in 

many ways.  He was:-

• Member, Presidential Council for Minority Rights

• Patron, Sri Ruthra Kaliamman Temple

• Patron, Sree Ramar Temple

• Trustee, Sri Senpaga Vinayagar Temple

• Member, Hindu Endowment Board

109433 Body Text.indd   5

3/1/16   2:29 PM



131

Tan Ee Ping, Managing Director at TEP Consultants Pte Ltd

6

7

• Member, Singapore Science Council 

• Commissioner on the Inquiry into the Collapse of Hotel New World

• For 10 years, he was the Chairman of Tamil Murasu, our country’s Tamil         

newspaper• 1st Pro-Chancellor of Nanyang Technological University from 1992 to 

2005

He also served on many other public & statutory boards and academic 

institutions.
He was a well-known arbitrator, specializing in resolving sophisticated disputes 

in the construction industry.In sports, Dr Vijiaratnam is the only Singaporean to have represented our 

country at international level in 4 sports, - football, hockey, rugby & cricket.  

His achievement was published in the Singapore Guinness Book of Records.  

He was in the Singapore hockey team that played at the 1956 Melbourne 

Olympics.
Dr Vijiaratnam had a very warm & sincere attachment to all his friends.  He 

affectionately looked after his family and grandchildren.  Although he was in 

his late seventies, he was still giving maths tuition to his grandchildren who 

are now doctors, engineers, accountants and lawyers. 

The words of Charles Dickens would epitomize Dr Vijiaratnam’s philosophy 

of life :-
              “Whatever I have tried to do in this life,

 
I have tried with all my heart to do well;

 
Whatever I have devoted myself to,

 
I have devoted myself to completely;

 
In great aims and in small,

 
I have always been thoroughly earnest”

Ladies and gentlemen, we have lost a great friend and a brilliant engineer, 

who was highly respected by all, and whose work is indeed difficult to emulate.

Although Dr Vijiaratnam has left us, our memory and precious thoughts of Dr 

Vijiaratnam remains eternally with us.
 

“And when the stream
 

Which overflowed the soul, was passed away,

 
A consciousness remained, that it had left

 
Deposited upon the silent shore

 
Of memory, images and precious thoughts

 
That shall not die, and cannot be destroyed”

                                                                                          William Wordsworth
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fidelity and with the highest standard of professional conduct. 

Dr Vijiaratnam always placed his professional service and standing of the 

profession before personal advantage, and public welfare above all other 

considerations.  He would never yield to temptation.

.
He dedicated himself to the dissemination of engineering knowledge to the 

younger members of the profession.  He had set an example that engineering 

professional service and expertise carries along with it the obligation to serve 

humanity with complete sincerity, fair dealing, tolerance and respect.  His 

character was impeccable and exemplary.

Dr Vijiaratnam had contributed immensely to the community and society in 

many ways.  He was:-

• Member, Presidential Council for Minority Rights

• Patron, Sri Ruthra Kaliamman Temple

• Patron, Sree Ramar Temple

• Trustee, Sri Senpaga Vinayagar Temple

• Member, Hindu Endowment Board
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Tamil Murasu, 19/02/2016

Former Member of Parliament and current Tamil Murasu Chairman, Chandra 

Das, at Dr Vijiaratnam’s wake
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Book Launch: 
“Engineered for Success” 

Unveiling of the Biography of Dr A Vijiaratnam at the 
South Asian Diaspora Convention 2016

From left: Chairman, Institute of South Asian Studies, 
NUS and Ambassador - at -Large, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Singapore, Gopinath Pillai;  
son of Dr Vijiaratnam, Vijendran Vijiaratnam;  

Prime Minister of Sri Lanka, Ranil Wickremesinghe;  
Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore,  

Tharman Shanmugaratnam;  
and daughter of Dr Vijiaratnam, Shiamala Vijiaratnam 
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This book was lovingly put together 

by Vijiaratnam's children, as a small way to honour their father.

Intended also as a gift for his eight grandchildren, it attempts to capture the 

essence of a brilliant man with impeccable character, who not only made olympic 

strides at work and on the playing fields, but who was, above all else, a loving 

and devoted husband, father and grandfather.


