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      Introduction

      
         
          From Trading Post to Nation, 
From Convent to Commerce
         

         
      

      
      At first glance, it may seem incongruous that one of the first women inducted into
         the Singapore Women’s Hall of Fame should be a French nun who came to Singapore in
         1854, particularly as the Hall of Fame celebrates “the boundary breakers and record
         holders, the risk-takers and change-makers, the role models and the standard setters.”[1]   Yet Mother St. Mathilde Raclot and her companions from the Dames de St. Maur order,
         now known as the Infant Jesus Sisters, took enormous risks in travelling to the other
         side of the world to set up a French Catholic institution in a British East India
         Company trading post with a predominantly Chinese, Malay, and Indian population.
      

      
      This book covers a broad sweep of history from the nineteenth century to the present,
         examining a specific site in central Singapore, the Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus.
         First established in 1854, the Convent buildings expanded over the years to occupy
         an entire city block, bounded by Victoria Street, Bras Basah Road, North Bridge Road,
         and Stamford Road, becoming the largest cloistered convent in Southeast Asia.[2]   Figure 1 is the view from Victoria Street in about 1910, and shows the main gate,
         the walls, Caldwell House where the nuns lived, and the chapel which was completed
         in 1904.
      

      
      
          Convent from Victoria Street, circa 1910.

         

      

      Physically, the Convent site has changed substantially over time and those changes
         tell us much, not only about the transformation of the buildings, but also about the
         transformation of Singapore. Architect Edward Hollis has argued that the discourse
         of architecture is frequently a discourse of perfection, in which “the great buildings
         of the past are described as if the last piece of scaffolding has just been taken
         away, the paint is still fresh on the walls, and the ribbon has not yet been cut.”[3]   They are presented “as if . . . history had not happened.” Yet “history” has “happened”
         at the Covent site. The Convent buildings over the years were added to, demolished,
         rebuilt, and changed continuously. Despite being cloistered, they teemed with people,
         operating almost as a mini-city within the walls. For this was not a convent of silent
         contemplation—it was a thriving community of schools, orphanage, and refuge.
      

      
      Fast forward to the 1980s and the size and central location of the Convent site meant
         that it was attractive to government for urban redevelopment, and so the nuns were
         eventually moved to new facilities in suburban Singapore. In this book, however, I
         stay with the original site and examine the partial demolition of Convent buildings
         and the subsequent tendering out of the site to private developers. The remaining
         buildings were renovated, parts were rebuilt or added to, and the resulting complex
         opened in 1996 as CHIJMES (pronounced “chimes”). The name drew on the Convent of the
         Holy Infant Jesus acronym, CHIJ, modified to also reference the sound of church bells.
         Figure 2 shows the view from Victoria Street in 2014.
      

      
      
         CHIJMES from Victoria Street, 2014.

            Photograph by author.

         

      

      The site’s transformation into the CHIJMES complex of today with its bars and restaurants
         highlights the complex issues of heritage conservation in a rapidly globalized city-state.
         This book works to make sense of that journey from colonial convent to commercial
         venue. In a society that has undergone phenomenal change—in the built environment,
         the economy, and socially, and which has moved from colony to republic—the physical
         changes and differing usage of the site over the years track the changes in the nation.
         In this way, the former Convent complex functions as a site for reading the changes
         in colonial and postcolonial Singapore.
      

      
      In examining a physical set of buildings, I am taking an approach fruitfully used
         by scholars such as Shannon Jackson in her examination of Hull House in Chicago, Phillip
         Hoare with the Royal Victoria Military Hospital in England, and Margaret Visser with
         the church of St. Agnes in Rome.[4]   Like them, I am interested in the physicality of the Convent site, the “biography”
         of the buildings. Restoration consultant Didier Repellin, who oversaw the conversion
         of the site into CHIJMES, summed it up this way:
      

      
      
         A building like this is not only about stones and bricks, it is mainly human and human
            history. We have to understand all these to fully understand the buildings. The site
            is like a detective novel. It is full of mysteries which we must try to solve one
            by one.[5] 
         

         
      

      I approach the analysis not so much as a detective, but rather as an interpreter of
         hidden text in which the layers of meaning can be carefully pulled back and exposed.
      

      
      The Convent’s story is very much rooted in place. The site, bounded by streets, is
         located within other bounded spaces—island, colony, and nation-state. The human story
         spans Singapore’s colonial era, including the disruption of the Japanese Occupation
         during World War Two, as well as the postcolonial period of independence, with the
         subsequent massive economic and physical development of Singapore into a world-city.
         This is, however, not a book about urban planning, although it requires an engagement
         with works on cities. Rather, the scope of the book necessarily requires an interdisciplinary
         approach, drawing on a broad range of scholarship, including history, social geography,
         religion, urban studies, heritage conservation, and museum studies. 
      

      
      The early history of the Sisters’ arrival is also set within the wider context of
         the British Empire. They were French in a British settlement; European in an Asian
         setting; religious Sisters in the midst of a population of many faiths; and female
         in an overwhelmingly male society. They were also dressed in distinctive long black
         woolen habits, each with a black hood. For the non-Europeans in Singapore at the time—and
         perhaps for the Europeans too—we can only imagine how odd they must have seemed. Yet
         in the current discourse of empire, these very attributes—female, missionary, nun,
         French—can render them invisible in a historical sense.
      

      
      Until the 1980s and 1990s, histories of empire tended to ignore European women. Historian
         Margaret Strobel argues that it they were mentioned, they were frequently blamed for the rift between the European administrator
         and those he governed.[6]   In a similar way, women were also often absent from missionary histories. In the
         Protestant missions, women were often there as wives, and while they played active
         roles in the day-to-day work in the schools and hospitals, they “were largely invisible
         in the official image and publications of the society.”[7]   Recent scholarship has re-examined the role of women in empire in general and of
         female missionaries in particular. This has led to a greater appreciation and acknowledgment
         of women’s active contribution to mission through establishing contacts with local
         women, translating texts, and running schools and hospitals. Much of this interest,
         however, has been on women in Protestant missions, even though Catholic nuns had travelled
         to remote parts of the world since 1638 to provide education, healthcare, and social
         services.[8]   Catholic women, particularly nuns, have attracted less scholarly attention, especially
         those working within British colonial settings.
      

      
      There are several reasons for this. The nun, in Western culture, has held an ambiguous
         position—female, but having renounced the usual female role; simultaneously married
         to Christ, but chaste. We are unsure how to place nuns: they seem “both less than
         female but greater than human,”[9] their “virginity” relegating them to a premodern time.[10]   The preconception of the nun as handmaiden to a patriarchal Church has meant that
         they have often been portrayed as passive participants in mission. Historian Susan
         O’Brien suggested that one of the reasons for their invisibility has been “a lack
         of match” between the identity of a “sister” and the identity of a “missionary.”[11]   She persuasively argued that:
      

      
      
         Nineteenth century nuns have so consistently been perceived as simply providing what
            others wanted—elementary schools, domestic help in seminaries, support of the church’s
            welfare organizations—that they have less often been described as agents in their
            own right: as the missionaries, property owners, liturgists, educational policy makers
            and spiritual directors that many of them undoubtedly were.[12] 
         

         
      

      Another reason for the seeming omission of Catholic women in discourses on empire
         is the close association of the British Empire with the Church of England. The British
         monarch was, and is, head of the Church of England; Anglican priests were officially
         part of the British East India Company contingent; and the enmity between Protestants
         and Catholics in England was longstanding. As well, Catholic missionaries were predominantly
         French.[13]   Perhaps for these reasons, less attention has been paid to Catholic nuns operating
         in British colonies—some studies have been undertaken on particular religious orders,
         but generally this is an underdeveloped area of research. Similarly, on the whole,
         studies of Catholicism in colonial Singapore have focused more on the work of the
         (male) priests of the Paris Foreign Missions (La Société des Missions Étrangères de
         Paris, MEP).
      

      
      A more nuanced picture of empire and of missionaries is important, since, as literary
         scholar Anna Johnston has written, “colonial missionary activities do not constitute
         a singular evangelical project as opposed to other colonial projects, but different kinds of evangelical, colonial projects in each location they occurred.”[14]   The dynamics around a private school in Singapore run by French nuns with British,
         Eurasian and, later, Chinese students are quite different from many other colonies.
         From within the convent walls, the nuns actively contributed to what in today’s context
         we would define as the development goals of universal education, reduction in child
         mortality, and the empowerment of women. This book is not intended to be a hagiographic
         and unrealistic celebration of their work—they were undoubtedly, like all of us, products
         of their times and all of the prejudices and foibles that make us human. They were
         also part of what many might see as the restrictive apparatus of colonialism—their
         purpose was explicitly to go to the colonies, educate children, and, in the process,
         to convert them to the Catholic faith. Yet, including Catholic religious Sisters in
         the ambit of development serves to position the education and social work of the Sisters
         in a broader context and adds a useful nuance to our understanding of development
         in Southeast Asia and to the role of women in mission, as well as to the historiography
         of Singapore itself.
      

      
      Because of the large time span covered, the book is structured chronologically, beginning
         with the “founding” of Singapore in 1819 by the British East India Company and the
         early years of the thriving port and settlement, followed by the establishment of
         the Convent and its early years. This framing of the historical development of both
         the port and the Convent is important in itself, but also establishes the context
         for later developments. The book moves on to the major historical shifts of the Japanese
         Occupation of Singapore during World War Two, the end of British rule, and the subsequent
         economic and urban development imperatives of the new nation. It was in this context
         that the government acquired the Convent site in the 1980s and implemented the tender
         process for its commercial development. The two final chapters show how the past is
         remembered in Singapore through decisions made about designation of National Monuments
         and historical sites, and how the Convent itself is remembered.
      

      
      This overall structure of the book assists in understanding how colonialism shaped
         the economy, the landscape, and the racial makeup of Singapore, as well as how the
         legacy of colonialism remains evident today. Decolonization was largely negotiated
         peacefully, but the angst about Singapore’s expulsion from the Federation of Malaysia
         and sudden independence in 1965 has also shaped the political and national narrative.
         The subsequent entrenchment of the People’s Action Party (PAP) in government, with
         its emphasis on economic development, has shaped post-colonial Singapore and thus
         urban development policies. Through this framework of development, we can see the
         interwoven histories of Singapore and the Convent.
      

      
      Chapter 1, “Destination Singapore,” details the early development of Singapore from
         the 1819 treaty which allowed the British East India Company to establish a trading
         post, up until the arrival of the Sisters in 1854. The acquisition of Singapore as
         a free port shaped its development, defining it as a port-city oriented around trade
         and attracting a racially diverse mix of immigrants. Enlightenment ideas of progress
         guided an ordering of both the landscape and society, with Sir Stamford Raffles’ Town
         Plan bringing order to the streets and districts, which also defined and consolidated
         the racial categorization that remains in place today. The beginnings of Christian
         missionary activity in this early period show that the British East India Company’s
         laissez-faire approach to trade extended to a tolerance of religious missions, including Catholicism.
      

      
      Chapter 2, “The Colonial Convent 1854–1942,” traces the establishment of the Convent
         and its girls’ school, orphanage, and women’s refuge, showing that as the British
         were bringing “order” to the colonial landscape and its population, the nuns were
         also striving to bring order to society. They played a key role in establishing schools
         for girls, as well as early social welfare services, such as the orphanage and the
         women’s refuge. The large numbers of children abandoned at the Convent gate over the
         years reflected the social conditions, child rescue activities, and attitudes of the
         times. The Convent gained financial and general support from a broad range of influential
         groups, demonstrating both that the nuns were women of influence, and that interactions
         and cooperation between different groups occurred perhaps more often than some analysts
         of colonialism have acknowledged. Nonetheless, issues of gender, race, and class intersected
         in the Convent to reveal an institution that both reinforced and challenged colonial
         norms. The chapter ends at the Fall of Singapore in 1942, when the Japanese Occupation
         during World War II severely disrupted and changed Singaporean society—and was a moment
         of rupture for the Convent as well.
      

      
      Chapter 3, “Tapioca Days: Under Japanese Occupation,” details the adaptation and survival
         of the Convent during the Occupation. The Convent managed to continue to operate in
         some form throughout, although with difficulty and with a very changed routine. In
         a sense, their ordering of society was now in the service of a new empire—the Japanese—although
         not willingly or enthusiastically. The exodus of many of the Sisters and orphans to
         the ill-fated farming settlement of Bahau highlights the vulnerability of food supplies
         on an island that relied on its port for food. The war brought disenchantment with
         the British—for good reason—giving fuel to the possibility of independence. The Japanese
         Occupation is remembered and portrayed today as a defining moment of collective suffering
         and hardship and is used to strengthen nation-building.
      

      
      Chapter 4, “The City Renewed, The Nation Made Concrete,” explores the sense of urgency
         and crisis after independence in 1965, and the consequent pragmatic developmentalism
         of government policies which prioritized economic growth over heritage conservation.
         Singapore began changing physically and socially as the city was reconceptualized
         and remade in the service of its new postcolonial goals. The colonial city center
         changed as the population moved to the new suburbs, and eventually urban redevelopment
         led to the compulsory
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