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Professor Leo Tan (left) and Professor Peter Ng (right) started their public fund-raising campaign by each pledging $20,000 towards the project. Their personal contribution was significant and important because

they needed “the moral authority” to raise money from the public, and their personal commitment meant that they would not “feel ashamed to beg". PHOTOS: MARK CHEONG, LIM YAOHUI FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

When donors gave $10 million
after 10 minutes, and
3 dinosaurs came looking for a home

In these excerpts from the book Of Whales And Dinosaurs: The Story Of Singapore’s Natural History Museum,
author Kevin Y. L. Tan tells the story of how donors and dinosaurs came together to make the museum a reality.

AS A member of the Museum
Roundtable, the Raffles Museum of
Biodiversity Research took part in
International Museum Day 2009, a
worldwide event to raise public
awareness of the importance of mu-
seumsinnational development,

On May 24, the museum opened
its doors, only to be greeted by a
huge crowd patiently waiting to be
admitted. It was estimated that
some 3,000 people showed up on
that day. The response was over-
whelming and the staff was com-
pletely exhausted but exhilarated
by theresponse. This set off a giddy
chain of events that would eventu-
ally culminate in the decision toes-
tablish Singapore’s own natural his-
tory museum.

The first salvo was fired by Jaya
Kumar Narayanan, a member of
the public, who wrote to The
Straits Times Forum Page high-
lighting the lack of space and the in-
accessibility of the museum’s loca-
tion.

Victoria Vaughan of The Straits
Times followed up with an article
highlighting the museum’s predica-
ment, in which she urged (director
of the Raffles Museum) Peter Ng to
speak bluntly. In response, Ng
made an open call for a permanent
natural history museum tobe built,
saying: “We have an art museum, a
civilisation museum, a heritage mu-
seum, but natural history is lodged
in a corner of the university where
noone can findit.”

Ng also revealed that over the
last four years (2004-8), he had
been holding informal talks on the
possibility of setting up a natural
history museum with the Singa-
pore Zoological Gardens, the Singa-
pore Science Centre and the Nation-
al Parks Board but “the zoo’s com-
mercial interest and the centre's
education focus were thought tobe
in conflict with the RMBR's re-
search agenda, and NParks already
has its work cut out looking after
plant specimens”.

Ten days later, on June 14,
2009, Tan Dawn Wei wrote a very
influential full-page article in The
Sunday Times openly appealing:
“Let’s have anatural history muse-
um for Singapore.”

Ngrecalled: “(We) wereinundat -
ed with visitors - thousands of peo-
ple crowding into a 200 sq m gal-
lery sited behind a small building
deepinthe bowels of NUS. The visi-
tors growled - tough to find, hard
toget to, gallery toosmall, toolittle
displayed - complaints galore. But
there was one common denomina-
tor - they all loved the place and
echoed Tommy Koh’s hope: Bring
back Singapore’s natural history
museum!”

A few months before the fateful
Museum Day, Professor Leo Tan
Wee Hin had returned to the univer-
sity. He would eventually be a key
player in the efforts to establish
Singapore’s natural history muse-
um.
Born on Oct 19, 1944 in Singa-
pore, Tan was educated at St
Joseph's Institution and then at the
University of Singapore where he
obtained a BSc (Hons) in Zoology.
He was awarded aresearchscholar-
ship and became the first local per-
son todo adoctoratein Marine Biol-
ogy. Hejoined the University of Sin-
gapore as a Senior Tutor in 1973
and taught at the Zoology Depart-
ment from 1973 to 1986 where he
rose through the ranks to become
Senior Lecturer.

In 1982, he was seconded to the
Singapore Science Centre asits Di-
rector while concurrently teaching
at the university. Heleft the univer-
sity in 1986 to become the centre’s
full-time Director and remained

there till 1991. During his director-
ship, he developed the Science Cen-
tre into one of the world’s best sci-
ence museums. In 1991, Tan be-
came Foundation Dean of the
School of Science at the newly
formed National Institute of Educa-
tion (NIE).

Three yearslater, he became Di-
rector of NIE and remained there
till 2008 when he returned to the
National University of Singapore
as Professor and Director of Spe-
cial Projects Dean’s Office in the
Facultyof Science.

Recalling the sequence of
events, Tan stated: “We had joined
the Museum Roundtable and it was
publicised. We tried twice before,
but on that day, 3,000 people
turned up and the papers were in-
trigued and wrote areport on that.
And two weeks later, on the 14th of
June, Tan Dawn Wei from Straits
Times wrote a huge piece in The
Sunday Times entitled, ‘Let's have
anatural history museum’. Iread it

and Isaid, “Wow!' Prior tothat, sev-
eral people (had written in) to the
Forum Page saying it (was) a good
idea. ‘Whyisit that wedon’t have a
natural history museum?’”

The mystery donor

THE newspaper articles and the
public’s positive response delight -
ed the museum but were not in
themselves sufficient to establish a
full-fledged natural history muse-
um. Ng had - following his study
tour of the best -run natural history
museums in the world - identified
three key ingredients for a natural
history museum: good govern-
ance, a healthy endowment, and a
dinosaur.

The Raffles Museum of Biodiver-
sity Research was certainly
well-governed, but it had no en-
dowment and it certainly had no di-
nosaur.

Unbeknownst to the team at the
museum, they were to acquire all
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these ingredients over the next five
years. A week after Tan Dawn
Wei's article was published, “a
pleasant, nondescript gentleman
turned up” and spoke to Tan Swee
Hee (b. 1971), a research officer at
the museum, wanting to learn
more about the museum. Tan
brought this to the attention of his
boss, Ng.

This gentleman was a rather
mysterious person whoonly initial-
1y left a mobile contact number,
and wanted to be known only as
“James”. Ng had several more
meetings with James, who later
said that he represented a group of
anonymous donors and that they
might be able to start the ball roll-
ing in the fund-raising efforts for
the museum. Eventually, James
told Ng that the donors were pre-
pared to give the university $10 mil-
lion to build the museum. Ng was
dumbfounded but worried since
everything was all so mysterious,
but James assured him that there

would be no doubt as to the donors’
genuineness and sincerity when all
final arrangements were made.

True to his word, the senior law-
yer named by James as the anony-
mous donors' representative was a
well-known alumnus and adjunct
staff of the university. Baffled, Ng
conferred with Leo Tan - who had
just returned to the Science Facul-
ty. For Tan, the donors were anim-
portant “sign” that it was time tofi-
nally pitch for the building of anatu-
ral history museum.

As a schoolboy, he had visited
the old Raffles Museum many
times and marvelled at its exhibits;
as a young doctoral student, he
spent many hours researching the
Zoological Reference Collection
and solemnly promised himself, “If
I could, one day, I'd like to restore
the old Raffles Museum.” At that
point, Tan saw the donors’ offer as
achance for himto help “return the
collection to the people of Singa-
pore”.

With an offer of $10 million, Tan
was confident that a new museum
was within striking distance. He
had seen how the Dentistry Faculty
building - which was mainly
pre-fabricated - had been built for
$17 million and surmised that that
was all that was needed,

Ng and Tan decided to approach
the university’s president, Tan
Chorh Chuan, for advice on the
matter. “That will do,” he thought,
as he went with Ngtomeet the pres-
ident.

“So we went to Chorh Chuan
and we said, we can do it for $20
million. Assuming we have this $10
million, we need toonly raise anoth-
er $10 million. Dowe have your per-
mission to commence fund-rais-
ing?”

The president’s eventual reply
stunned Tan and Ng, After consult-
ing with the university's building
and estates people, he told them
that $10 million was not enough.
They would need at least $25 mil-
lion to $30 million to build a re-
spectable building. Tan and Ng
would therefore need to raise an-
other $25 million. The president
added that he believed the museum
tobe avery worthwhile project and
that he was prepared to set aside a
piece of land at the soon-to-be-
built University Town for it. How-
ever, he also let them know that he
simply could not reserve that piece
ofland for themindefinitely.

He gave the pair six months to
raise the money. This timeline was
imposed as the president could not
hold onto the land any longer with-
out giving due consideration to oth-
er demands on the space by other
sectors of the university. They ac-
cepted the terms and staggered out
of the president's office around
7pmthat evening.

Over dinner, they stared at each
other and asked themselves,
“What have we just promised?”
Tanrecalled: “We werejust twosci-
entists, who knew nothing about
business or fund-raising, and here
we were, having just committed to
raising $35 million by the following
June!”

One particularly attractive as-
pect of this daunting fund-raising
endeavour - at least insofar as the
university was concerned - was
that the Singapore Government
would match, dollar for dollar, all
funds raised. This matching
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scheme would enable the universi-
ty to build up its endowment fund
that could be invested to generate
core funding for the university’s
various institutions.

Race against time

INHIS own inimitable and indomi-
table way, Tan set out to raise the
remaining $25 million from various
foundations, organisations and the
public. It was a desperate race
against time. To raise that much
money so quickly, they needed as
much publicity as possible. They
approached Singapore Press Hold-
ings, which offered them a $5,000
donation but undertook to give the
proposed museum the much-need-
ed publicity.

Tan recalled: “It was a race
against time, but the best part
about it was that while we only got
$5,000in donation from Singapore
Press Holdings, their reports, both
Straits Times and Lianhe Zaobao...
every month they gave us one sto-
ry. And I said, ‘Money can't buy
that kind of publicity.’ So I'm very
grateful to SPH. They gave us the
best kind of publicity we needed.”

By February 2010, they had
raised only about $750,000. They
needed a miracle. Over the next
few months, they spoke to every-
one they could think of. In April,
Tan and Ng started their public
campaign by each pledging
$20,000 towards the project.
Their personal contribution was
significant and important for, as
Tanrecalled, they needed “the mor-
al authority” to raise money from
the public, and their personal com-
mitment meant that they would
not “feel ashamed tobeg”.

They wrote 700 letters to
friends and acquaintances asking
them todonate to the cause. Anex-
ternal fund-raising consultant told
Tan that this kind of “spray and
pray” strategy was foolish and of-
ten yielded very poor results.

The final response, however,
was overwhelming: “We started
this in April, two months before
the deadline. The public came in
with almost a million dollars. We
wrote over 700 letters, two pages
each. We wrote from the heart to
all the people and organisations we
knew. We got back 400 replies
with donations... $1, $6... we ac-
cepted any amount. It was a simple
letter.

“One secretary gave us half a
month of her salary, and another
one gave me her whole month's sal-
ary. Another technician gave
$20,000 outright without even
blinking. Amazing. When people
put their money where their
mouths are, they believe in this
cause,

“Itold Peter we had to press on.
Whether we got the money or not,
whether it was enough or not, we
have to go ahead withit, and raised
almost $1million from the public.”

10 minutes for $10 million

WITH $10 million from the anony-
mous donor and just under $1 mil-
lion from the public, Tan and Ng
were still short of $24 million and
were in a bit of a quandary as the
university’s Development Office
had already been trying to raise
funds from all the major founda-
tions for the University Town
project. Tan, whose network
ranged far and wide, approached
every notable he knew - ministers,
businessmen, and even the Presi-
dent of Singapore. Another institu-
tion Ng and Tan approached was
the Singapore Totalisator Board
(Tote Board) but they were told
that the organisation did not sup-
port scientificinfrastructure or mu-
seums per se. They were aware that
it was along shot, as Ng recalled:

“We had more discussions ex-
plaining that it was not just science
but our national natural heritage...
And we were lucky that the board’s
chairman at that time, Bobby Chin,
was a passionate believer in natural
heritage. We eventually submitted
a proposal for a heritage museum
to Tote Board and were delighted
that it was shortlisted.”

After that, Ng was told that he
had exactly 10 minutes to present
and convince the Board to give the
university the money for the muse-
um. He prepared a very punchy and
sharpset of slides and did his pres-
entation within the allotted time -
what Ng loved to call his “10 min-
utes for $§10 million” speech - and
was greeted with just a few polite
questions.

A few days later, the Board re-
plied: Ng and Tan could add anoth-
er $10 million to the fund.

‘Make it world-class’

THE next $15 million came through
the Lee Foundation. Tan had, at a
private function, mentioned their
fund-raising efforts to Dr Lee Seng
Tee (b. 1923), the second son of the
legendary philanthropist, Lee
Kong Chian. Dr Lee invited Tan
and Ng to the Lee Foundation of -
fice at the OCBC Building and
asked for more details about the
project.

It did not take long for them to
convince him of the importance of
the museum and its immense herit-
age value for the country. Shortly
after, the Lee Foundation pledged
$15 million to the project.

Pleased, Ng and Tan
pressed on with their
fund-raising endeavours but
were not very successful for
quite some time. Some weeks
before the six-month dead-
line, both Ng and Tan received |
an urgent call from the Lee
Foundation, saying that Dr Lee
would like to meet up with |
them again. This got them
both very worried.

Why would he call them at
such short notice? Ng re-
called: “What now? Wasit go-
ing to be bad news? We
walked in there and talked to
him. It was very surreal. Dr
Lee looked at us and said,
‘We gave you $15 million.’
We said, ‘Yes, thank you
very much.” Then he said,
‘Is $15 million enough to
make it world-class? T
tell you what, we’ll
round it up to $25 mil-
lion. Make it
world-class, OK?'

“What was there
tosay? It wasavery
short meeting and
as we walked out, I
looked at Leo and
asked, ‘Leo, what just
happened?’ For the
first time, Tactually saw
Leolooking abit stunned.”

When June came around, Tan
and Ng had done “the impossible”.
They had raised $46 million for the
museum in the immediate after-
math of the global financial melt-
downof2008.

In addition to the three big do-
nors, who had contributed a total
of $45 million towards the building
of the new museum, the rest was
made up of public donations.

With this, the university was as-
sured of the substantial matching
grant from the Singapore Govern-
ment. Typically, all endowment
monies went into the university’s
central pool, but the university
president made the bold move of
agreeing to allow the matching
funds to be tied to the museum so
that it could build up an independ-
ent endowment that would take
care of part of the museum’s opera-
tional costs.

In view of the substantial sup-
port of the Lee Foundation, it was
decided that the new museum
would be named after its founder.
Furthermore, Dr Lee Kong Chian
was closely associated with the
firstlocal Chancellor of the Univer-
sity of Singapore (the predecessor
of NUS). The new institution
would now be named the Lee Kong
Chian Natural History Museum.

Ingredient number 2 - an en-
dowment plan - was now in place.

In May 2014, Ng - hitherto Di-
rector of RMBR - was appointed
Head of the Lee Kong Chian Natu-
ral History Museum. In view of the
growing importance of the new mu-
seum for research and education,
and its substantial endowment,
NUS decided that it would be anin-
dependent academic unit in the Fac-
ulty of Science, a de facto new de-
partment. It may be recalled that
Lee Kong Chian had been the phi-
lanthropist whose donation in 1953
allowed the Raffles Library to
break away from the museum and
be transformed into a public li-
brary. As fate would have it,
through its donation to the muse-
um, the Lee Foundation has now
helped rescue the “other half” of
the old Raffles Museum and Li-
brary fromoblivion.

One evening, just as the fund-
raising for the museum was coming
to a close, the university president
urgently sought out Ng and Tan,

As it was already past 6pm and
the call sounded urgent, they
feared that something might have
gone awry. Instead, they were met
by an apologetic university presi-
dent who told them that the prom-
ised site was no longer available (it
was given to NUS-Yale) but that he
could now offer them the site of the
soon-to-be-vacated Estate Office.

This was music to the ears of Ng
and Tan as they had concluded that
this was in fact an even better site,
given its greater accessibility and
proximity to the University Cultur-
al Centre, NUS Museum and the
Yong Siew Toh Conservatory of
Music. Ironically, the Kent Ridge
Crescent location was the exact
site the late Deputy Vice-Chancel-
lor, Reginald Quahe, had offered to
house the collection backin1977.

Work on the building began on
Jan 11, 2013, and was completed in
the first quarter of 2015. The 8,500
sqm, seven-storey “green” build-
ing was designed by renowned
home-grown architect Mok Wei
Wei. Winner of the President’s De-
sign Award in 2007, he had worked
on high-profile public projects
such as the refurbishing of the Na-
tional Museum as well as the Victo-
ria Concert Hall and Theatre.

The book is available at bookstoresat a
retail price of $49.22 (including GST).

ONE of the
most
important
specimens from
the old Raffles

Museum that

everyone wanted

backin Singapore
was the Indian Fin
Whale skeleton that
used tohang
imposingly at the
National Museum. It had
been given to the Muzium
Negara in Kuala Lumpur by the
Science Centrein 1974 and had
somehow found its way tothe
Labuan Marine Museum (on
Labuanisland, off the coast of
northern Sarawak). Gettingit
back would be extremely
difficult. The museum would just
have tomake do withits
“treasures” and hopefully
acquire something spectacular
along the way.

In April 2011, fate beckoned
again. Leo Tanrecalls:

“...aphone callcomes in from
Germany: ‘Youwant adinosaur
ornot? I've got three." Wedidn't
know these guys, but they heard
about us, through the grapevine,
because very few museums were
beingbuilt. Ironically, he heard
about our new museum plans
froma German post-doctoral
student who was in Peter (Ng’s)
laboratoryat NUS at the time.
Wehadnoideawhy acrab
researcher waslinkedtoa
dinosaur digger and we were
surprised. It was all a coincidence
...synchronicity. But this got the
conversationstarted.”

The caller represented
DinosauriaInternational LLC, a
Wyoming-based fossil company
that had been excavating in
Wyoming's Dana Quarry site.
They had three dinosaurs for sale
and these were actually 80 per
cent complete.

Tan was amazed; he knew that
there had beenvery few finds of
this scale and of this level of
completeness over the last
century. The asking price: $12
million. The offer would be good
forjust twomonths.

Tanthought: “At first, I was
just thinking if we could even
afford one, but hesaid, ‘Think
about it. If you canraise the
money, buy all three. They are
verygood.’ They were found
together, whether they area
family ornot, we don’t know, but
it would be good tohave them as
agroup. He gave us only two
months. This wasin April 2011.
At the end of the two months, we
only had three-quarters ofa
million and we didn't want to ask
for anextension of time because
it would have committed us. We
kept quiet, Loand behold, he
offered us an additional two
months.”

Theuniversity sent ateamto
thedigsitetocheck the veracity
ofDinosauria’s claimand see the
dinosaursinsitu. Tanlater
visited the workplaceand
storehouse, paying his own way.

All Dinosauria’s claims proved
true,andthisled Tanto ask
Dinosauriawhy they were so
anxious tosell the dinosaurs to
the museum since they could
easilymake a quicker and more
profitable sale toa private
collector through the auction
houses. Their reply pleased him:

“Theysaid, ‘The only reason
we want to sell toyouis because
you are the only new museum
that is publicand opento
scientists coming to study these
specimens.’

“Both the principals of
Dinosauriaare palaeontologists;
and as scientists, they valued
researchaccess. That was how
westarted thejourney. Inthe
second two-month period; we
tried every other means, and
eventually we struck adeal, and
we got what we needed.”

Thethreedinosaurs -
diplodocid sauropods - were
found together. Two of them -

Psst...

want to buy
a dinosaur?

The three dinosaurs -
diplodocid sauropods -
were found together.

Two of them - nicknamed
Apollonia and Prince - were
adults and measured 24m
and 27m from head to tail,
while the baby dinosaur,
Twinky, measured 12m from
head to tail.

ST FILE PHOTOS

nicknamed Apollonia and Prince
- wereadults and measured 24m
and 27mfrom head to tail, while
the baby dinosaur, Twinky,
measured 12m from head to tail.

Thiswas tobe thestart of their
“dinosaur campaign”. Having
only recently raised $46 million
for the museum, how were Tan
and Ng going to raise a few more
million for the dinosaurs? The
Development Office was upbeat
about their prospects (no one had
ever tried to raise money for
dinosaurs before!) but for the
first few months, they didnot
make much headway.

InJuly, developer Ng Swee
Hua called to enquire about the
progress of the dinosaur
fund-raising. He hadmet Tana
year before, when Tan was
addressing the finalists of the
Singapore Environmental
Achievement Award (Ng Swee
Hua’s Siloso Beach Resort won
one of the awards). Shortly after
that, Ng Swee Huainvited Tan
and Ng to tour hisresort and they
chattedbriefly about the
museum fund-raising. When Ng
was told that little headway was
being made, he pledged
$500,000t0 “get the ball
rolling”.

This was the impetus Tan and
Ngneeded: they now had the
necessary seed money to
persuade more potential
sponsors to come on board.

They next approached the
legal representative of the
anonymous donor who gave $10
million for the museum and
askedif the donor would consider
giving a further $1 million for the
dinosaurs. Theresponse was
positive, but he had arequest.
Because some members of the
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public vociferously objected to
the purchase of the dinosaurs on
grounds that theyhad nothing to
dowith Singapore’s natural
history, the donor wanted an
assurance that the purchase had
“Government support”.

It was an odd situation since
dinosaurs were never part of
Singapore’s natural heritage.
However, theylived over 65
million years ago, when there
was no Singapore or South-east
Asiaas we know it today; all the
world’s land masses were
configured differently. Inthat
sense then, perhaps dinosaurs
areeveryone’s heritage!

The donor’s request proved
rather tricky for Ng, who decided
totry hisluck with Yaacob
[brahim, the then Minister for
Information, Communications
and the Arts. Yaacobhadbeena
supporterof... the museum, and
agreed to write aletter of support
for the project. Soa further $1
million was added to thekitty.

The next big donation came
from Dr Della Lee, the wife of Dr
Lee Seng Gee, the eldest son of
Lee Kong Chian and brother of Dr
Lee Seng Tee. She was intrigued
by the size and antiquity of these
fossils, and after several
conversations, was persuaded of
theimportance and value of
having these dinosaurs in
Singapore for everyone to see
andenjoy. At Dr DellaLee’s
request, the managers from
Dinosauria International came all
the way from the USto
personally explain why the
dinosaurs were valuable.

The deal was sealed.
However, even with her
donation, the museum was stilla
few million dollars short of the

undisclosed agreed figure for the
purchase. What else could be
done toraise theremaining sum?

Onceagain, Tanand Ng
decided to approach Dr Lee Seng
Tee for advice. As withso many
things that have happened over
the past few years, it was amost
fortuitous meeting.

AsNgrecalled: “Dr Lee had
back-to-back meetings with
different people on the day of our
meeting, and he had scheduleda
discussion with Mr Philip Ng,
CEO of Far East Organization on
other matters. Our schedules
overlapped. Dr Leetold Philip
that he was astrong supporter of
the museumand that we
scientists stillneeded money for
our dinosaurs. Turning to Leo
and me, Philip asked, ‘What do
you guysneed?’

“We explained that we needed
abit more money toensure we
can purchase the dinosaurs, and
we alsoneeded money to help set
up a wonderful exhibit and
enhanceits value toeducation,
Without asecond thought he
replied ‘$5 million should take
careof all of this.’ Leo and I were
dumbfounded by his
generosity!"”

By the end of what they called
the dinosaur campaign, Tan, Ng,
and their team had raised more
than $9 million to purchase,
deliver and set up the dinosaurs
and the associated displays in the
gallery. With this key acquisition
- andnot only one but three
dinosaurs! - the final ingredient
was now in place to guarantee the
natural history museum’s
success.

The Lee Kong Chian Natural History
Museum opened its doors to the public
on April 28, 2015.
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