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Rex Shelley left a lasting legacy for Singapore, bringing to light the intimacies of Eurasian 
community life in Singapore and Malaya from the 1940s to the 1960s. Official portrait taken by 

Public Service Commission, presented to him upon his retirement in 2007, Singapore.
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He wrote short stories in 
the beginning. He paid 
his niece, my cousin, to 
type them. He also wrote 
another novel before  
The Shrimp People.

▲
Rex Shelley’s paternal family. The matriarch 
of the family, Alice Sims, is seated in the 
centre of the front row. She was a Eurasian 
with Thai origins. His father, Gilbert “Sonny” 
Shelley, is 4th from left in the back row. His 
mother, Emily “Milly” Shelley is 1st from left 
in the front row. All the other women in the 
photo were Gilbert’s sisters; he was given 
the nickname “Sonny” as he was the only 
son. The rest of the men were the sisters’ 
spouses. 1930s.

▲
Gilbert Shelley and Emily Pestana’s 
(Rex Shelley’s parents) wedding 
photo. 9 April 1928, Singapore.

►
Dato’ Gilbert and Datin Emily Shelley 
at the event where he received 
an O.B.E. from the then High 
Commissioner of Malaya, Sir Donald 
Charles MacGillivray, for his work  
with the Malayan Red Cross. 1950s.

▲
Front row L—R: Linda, Rex and Michael Shelley, 
Joan de Souza (Cora Shelley’s younger sister), 
holding Tanya, her daughter. Middle row L—R: Cora, 
Beryl “Girlie” Hochstadt (Rex’s mother in law) 
holding Stephen de Souza, her grandson, Peggy 
Hochstadt’s mother, Peggy Hochstadt (Cora’s 
sister-in-law, Herman’s wife) holding Karen, her 
daughter. Back Row L—R: Henry Hochstadt (Cora’s 
father), Derrick de Souza (Joan’s husband). 1961, 
Ipoh, Malaya.So, on my father’s side 

there were a great many 
children, they were one, 
two, three, four, five, six 
girls and my father.

Linda Shelley, R
ex Shelley’s elder daughter

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational  

A
rchives of Singapore (28 February 2002)
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Among his many 
achievements in life, 
be they personal, 
professional or as a 
distinguished author, 
Rex was a fierce 
believer in developing 
the next generations 
and creating a society 
of thinkers.

▲
L—R: Emily Pestana (Rex Shelley’s 
Mother), Mike, Cora, Linda, Martine, 
Rex. 1964, Butterworth, Malaysia.
◄
Rex Shelley signing a copy of People 
of the Pear Tree for his daughter Linda 
and granddaughter Ria. 1993, Perth, 
Australia.

►
Rex Shelley (centre) with ex-colleague and 
good friend, Chris Phua, to his left enjoying a 
day swimming at Changi Beach.
▼
L—R: Martine, Linda, Mike, Cora and Rex 
Shelley. Christmas 1996, Duncraig, Perth, 
Australia.

▲
L—R: Martine, Linda, Cora, Rex and 
Mike Shelley. Early 1980s, at the family 
home in Oriole Crescent, Singapore.
◄
Rex Shelley and his wife, Cora, at 
their younger daughter Martine’s 
Confirmation. 1971, Cathedral of the 
Good Shepherd, Singapore.

Dad believed that a 
writer’s first few books 
should remain in the 
drawer and never be 
published, because they 
are too self-centred.

▼
Rex Shelley at a social event 
with some friends.

M
ichael (M

ike) Shelley, R
ex Shelley’s son 

C
hris Phua, R

ex Shelley’s good friend
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INTRODUCTION

In 1992, a writer no one had ever heard of before 
won the top prize for English fiction at the National 
Book Development Council’s book awards. The nov-
el, titled The Shrimp People, by Rex Anthony Shelley, 
impressed judges (including chief judge, Professor 
Koh Tai Ann, then with the Department of English 
Language and Literature at the National University 
of Singapore) so much with its scope and insight into 

the Eurasian community, they decided to go out on a limb and award it the prize, 
despite the other well-known writers contending. 
 Shelley turned out to be an engineer who had worked with the Public Ser-
vice Commission for over 30 years. He had done well for himself in his career in the 
public service and had been awarded a public service star for coming up with the 
idea of the Singapore Science Centre, along with three other people. He received 
a second public service star for his three decades of work with the Public Service 
Commission, which he joined in 1976. 
 He was a man of diverse and wide-ranging interests, and he hadn’t suc-
ceeded with The Shrimp People by fluke. Perhaps unknown to his colleagues 
working in government machinery, Shelley had always been a writer. He was writing 
early in life. During the Japanese Occupation, when he was a boy of 13, he began 
writing a story on used schoolbooks, after washing away the ink. Paper was scarce 
then. While he didn’t finish that particular story, he persisted with his writing craft for 
years to come, staying up late at night. 
 His first published piece was the winning essay in a competition held by 
the Singapore International Chamber of Commerce in 1975, on what the economic 
future of Singapore would look like in ten years. 
 Said Rex Shelley, in an oral interview with the National Archives of Singa-
pore on 28 February 2002: 

“I was rash enough to have a go at it. I had read economics in my 
first year at university, that was it. But I had been with the business 
world and I knew what the real factors were, and I had been talking 
to experts. And it won the first prize, which absolutely surprised 
me. But I was tickled pink. The second prize went to a PhD in eco-
nomics… that was my first attempt [at writing] that was published.”

 In 1984, there was another milestone—his first book. Words Mean Busi-
ness was a book of nonfiction, originating from a suggestion by his publisher, Times 
Books International, that someone ought to write a book to teach foreigners how 
to do business with the Japanese. Back then, few Japanese businesspeople had 
mastered the English language, and their customs and etiquette were still a mystery 
to those who were hoping to do business with them. Mitsubishi liked the idea of the 
book and financed the project. The book was bilingual, in Japanese and English. 
Shelley wrote the English portion, directed at the English-speaking businessperson, 
explaining Japanese customs and business etiquette, and Mitsubishi wrote the Jap-
anese, explaining the customs of the West to the Japanese.
 His next book and first novel, The Shrimp People, was published seven 
years later in 1991, when he was 61 years old. 
 Shelley took five months to write The Shrimp People, staying up late at night 
and waking early in the morning to get more writing done. It took him a further nine 
months for him to revise and polish the manuscript. 
 Shelley’s son, Mike, speaks of an earlier novel his father worked on while 
the family lived in Farrer Court in the 1980s, which never saw the light of day:  
“We don’t know where his earlier works are.” What we do know, is that Shelley, 
described by his son Mike as a “perfectionist”, believed that a writer should nev-
er publish their first works, because they 
would be “too self-centred”. 
 “In the early days, he would write 
using a pen and paper and somebody had 
to convert what he had written by hand into 
the digital format. At first my mother did it, 
then my cousin took over. Later in life, he 
used the Microsoft WordStar programme 
to write, which no longer exists now. He 
would write on WordStar then submit his 
writing to publishers,” says Mike.
 While Shelley does not loom over 
Singapore’s literary landscape as some 
of the other pioneers of his generation, 

I thought that if I came 
from a community of mixed 
bloods that had an interest-
ing way of life, an interest-
ing way of thinking, I could 
weave a story around their 
way of life, so I wrote The 
Shrimp People… It’s a kind 
of record in a way, of their 
style of living.

After church I met 
a strange man. He 
is neither Asian nor 
European, but has a 
Portuguese name.

Island in the C
entre

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational A

rchives of Singapore (5 February 2002)
CHAPTER 1
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he has made extremely valuable con-
tributions. One of his most significant is 
undoubtedly his detailed record of the 
events in Singapore and Malaya in the 
1950s and 1960s, and during World War 
II, set against a lively fictional framework. 
These novels engage ordinary readers 
who may not be otherwise keen to read 
about dusty black-and-white history. 

His other tremendous contribu-
tion, not just to the Singaporean literary 
landscape and to Singapore and Singa-

poreans in general, is pulling back the curtain on the previously unknown inner 
workings of the Eurasian community. Workings one could never witness unless one 
was part of the community—its complex social and class dynamics, its unique cul-
ture, the particularly Eurasian way of thinking, speaking and interacting with other 
Singaporeans and among themselves: 

‘“That bloody ‘Botak Gunting’ was three-quarter gone… he was  
always like dat. After a few drinks, he would get bold; mind you the 
bugger could drink… The barsket took out a spanner and went for 
‘Botak’. ‘Botak’ was blerdy fast… He hit the bugger square in the 
face… Barp!”’ 

The Shrimp People

 Shelley was ultimately a man who was intensely interested in many things. 
He fed his appetite for knowledge with books, learning and experiences through-
out his life, from studying languages such as Japanese, to taking up painting and 
playing a number of musical instruments. When he travelled, he was fascinated by 
what he saw around him—people, architecture and influences. He would also use 
his extensive general knowledge to make connections with people. Mike Shelley 
remembers his dad being an excellent conversationalist:

“He could talk to anybody, anywhere. When he went on his busi-
ness trips, he would go to pubs around the world and just strike up 
conversations with people. He was able to talk about many sub-
jects, and he would also love telling jokes.”

Shelley travelled to Africa in 1982 and was enthralled by what he saw, and he wrote a 
letter to his daughter Linda about the people, architecture and influences of the land.

Dad would have a glass of 
whiskey by his side when 
he wrote. He drank Johnny 
Walker Black Label.  
I remember a strange mixer 
he had—milk and whiskey. 
He had it more than once,  
so he must have enjoyed it!

M
ike Shelley

REX SHELLEY: THE GENTLE OBSERVER

INTRODUCTIONCHAPTER 1
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The ‘shrimp people’ were the 
people who caught shrimps, 
known today as the gerago. It 
actually comes from the Malay 
word udang gerigau.

[In] People of the Pear Tree, one of 
the main characters is a Japanese 
named Takanashi. ‘Nashi’ is a pear 
tree, and ‘taka’ is tall—the tall 
pear tree.

The Shrimp People (1991)

The novel’s massive scope spans 1500s Malacca to 1980s Australia, though the 
main focus is on the story of protagonist Bertha Rodrigues, during the chaotic 
post WWII era of the 1950s and 1960s in Singapore and Malaya.

BOOKS 
BY REX SHELLY

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational A

rchives of Singapore (28 February 2002)

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational A

rchives of Singapore (28 February 2002)

People of the Pear Tree (1993)

The story centres around the fate of the Perera family during the Japanese Oc-
cupation, as the three oldest children move to the Eurasian internment camp of 
Bahau in Negri Sembilan in Malaya.

▲ © 1993 Rex Shelley, Times Books International, an imprint of Times Editions Pte Ltd. 
► © 2011 Marshall Cavendish International (Asia) Pte Ltd.

▲ © 1991 Rex Shelley, Times Books International, an imprint of Times Editions Pte Ltd. 
► © 2011 Marshall Cavendish International (Asia) Pte Ltd. 

CHAPTER 1
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The third book is also a play  
on words. ‘Island in the 
Centre’ meaning Singapore, 
and one of the main characters 
is Nakajima, a Japanese. 
‘Nakajima’ in Japanese means 
the central island.

The fourth book, A River of Roses, is after 
a Eurasian surname, Rosario. ‘Rio’ is river 
in Portuguese and Spanish… ‘Rosario’ 
is roses, so it’s a river of roses. And the 
significance of the Rosario is [that] the 
Catholic church uses the string of beads, 
the rosary, where every bead is a rose, a 
prayer. Most Eurasians are Catholics.

Island in the Centre (1995)

An upright Japanese man becomes unwittingly embroiled in the dark world of 
intelligence gathering in Singapore and Malaya during WWII. Complicating mat-
ters is his romantic entanglement with Eurasian beauty, Vicky Viera.

A River of Roses (1998)

Literature teacher Philippa Rosario becomes an unlikely agent for the under-
ground resistance in the tumultuous years of post-WWII.

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational A

rchives of Singapore (28 February 2002)

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational A

rchives of Singapore (28 February 2002)

▲ © 1998 Rex Shelley, Times Books International, an imprint of Times Editions Pte Ltd.
► © 2011 Marshall Cavendish International (Asia) Pte Ltd.

▲ © 1995 Rex Shelley, Times Books International, an imprint of Times Editions Pte Ltd. 
► © 2011 Marshall Cavendish International (Asia) Pte Ltd.
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THE  
EURASIANS 

AS A COMMUNITY
In the days before Singapore’s independence 
and the advent of Housing Development Board 
estates and their racial quotas (of Chinese, Ma-
lays, Indians and ‘Others’), Eurasians, like most 
of the other peoples on the island, generally 
lived in their own ethnic enclaves. During the 
earlier colonial days, Eurasians settled in town—
in contrast to the other ethnic groups, Raffles’ 
town plan allowed the Eurasians to settle where 

they liked—at Queen Street, Prinsep Street and Waterloo Street. In the 1920s and 
1930s, St Michael’s Road and St Francis Road, off Upper Serangoon Road, devel-
oped as newer neighbourhoods where Eurasians, especially those better off, lived. 
Those who were employed by the British government lived in government quarters, 
resulting in Eurasians clustered in Newton. Some owned holiday bungalows in Ka-
tong, while a number of less well-off Eurasians lived in kampongs in Joo Chiat and 
the East Coast. This geographical proximity to other Eurasians, and the fact that 
Eurasians attended the same churches, such as the French Mission Cathedral of 
the Good Shepherd and Portuguese Mission St Joseph’s Church for the Catholics, 
meant that strong social bonds were forged. 
 Bonds in the community were further cemented by marriage, sporting ac-
tivities and attending the same mission schools. Even today, when Eurasians meet, 
it is typical, within the first ten minutes of meeting, to ask whom they know, to see 
if they have friends and relatives in common. All Eurasians know that if you have 
patience and keep on tracing your respective heritages far back enough, you will 
discover the inevitable—you and the Eurasian standing before you, whom you never 
met before, are related. The initial part of this typical, often hilarious scenario occurs 
in Island in the Centre, when Vicky Viera, a Eurasian from Malacca, goes to Katong 
church in Singapore on Christmas Eve, and gets to talking with a man and his wife, 

who are complete strangers to her. Of course, she discovers they are extended 
family friends:

‘“You know the Sequeiras?”
Vicky called it the Serani-meeting-Serani ritual. They went through it.  
But out of the exchange of who-do-we-know or what relatives do we 
have in common, she discovered that the friendly inquisitive bloke 
was a Rosario and his wife was once a Monteiro, and of course, 
they knew the de Cruzes, her aunt and uncle.’

Island in the Centre

 A prime feature of being such a tightly knit community is that news—and 
gossip—would spread lightning fast, zipping through the enclaves from one mouth 
to the next, as Shelley describes in a boating misadventure in The Shrimp People, 
when one of the characters wins a boat at poker:

‘The first “boating Sunday” was a complete fiasco… the boat cap-
sized on the first trip out when they raised the sail. The four men 
and the Gonzales girl, who was persuaded that it was safe against 
the advice of the others, were all thrown into the water. The sar-
dines and corned beef and beautiful crispy French loaves that they 
had brought from the Siglap Road bakery sank to the bottom of 
the sea… 
…It went through the whole of Katong by five o’clock that Sunday. 
By six, the story had got to Newton, St. Michael’s Road and Queen 
Street. By seven, the remotest of the Eurasian households in Singa-
pore at Flower Road, Chestnut Drive, Zhender Road and Galistan 
Avenue had laughed at the stupidity of the four “idiots.”’ 

The Shrimp People

She knew that when Eurasians 
met each other, there was an 
unspoken bond. They were the 
same people.

Nakajima had said in 
one of his reports that 
the Eurasians live in 
each other’s pockets and 
everybody knows every-
thing that goes on.

People of the Pear Tree

Island in the C
entre

CHAPTER 2 THE EURASIANS AS A COMMUNITY
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LITERARY INFLUENCES

He read a lot. There were 
so many interesting books 
in our house. Kafka, 
Somerset Maugham, Ernest 
Hemmingway. He liked the 
classic authors. But he also 
enjoyed modern writers like 
Michael Ondaatje. He would 
look for the prize winners of 
different countries and read 
their books.

Shelley was enamoured of the classics and counted authors Somerset Maugham, 
Charles Dickens, John Steinbeck and Joseph Conrad among his favourites. He also 
read the works of lauded contemporary writers of his time, such as Nadine Gordi-
mer. He also read poetry and particularly enjoyed the limericks of English poet 
Edward Lear for their rhythm.

One of the books 
he gave Martine 
(Rex Shelley’s 
younger daughter) 
was A Razor’s 
Edge by Somerset 
Maugham.

LITERARY  
INFLUENCES

►
Some of Rex Shelley’s favourite classics 
from his personal collection, which has been 
donated to the Eurasian Association. 

Linda Shelley

M
ike Shelley 

CHAPTER 3
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THE JAPANESE  
OCCUPATION

All four of what are known as Shelley’s Eurasian novels are set during or in the 
years following the Japanese Occupation of Singapore and Malaya. Shelley was  
a boy going on twelve when Singapore fell to the Japanese on 15 February 
1942, and almost fifteen when the Japanese surrendered to the British on  
12 September 1945. 
 Shelley’s family came from what is now Malaysia. When the Japanese 
arrived in Malaya, the Shelley family lived in Penang. “Their house in Penang was 
bombed as they were running away,” says Linda Shelley, his elder daughter. “They 
escaped to Singapore and lived in a house at the Mount Emily, Selegie area.” Nat-
urally, these experiences and observations made a deep impression and were to 
colour the fictional world he created in his novels.

During the Japanese 
Occupation, initially, my 
grandmother wouldn’t send 
him to school because she 
didn’t want to him to be 
indoctrinated by the Japanese. 
So she secretly sent him to a 
Chinese scholar for lessons. 
With this Chinese scholar, he 
learned classical Mandarin 
and mathematics.

It was a dangerous thing 
to do and if they had been 
caught, they would have 
got into a lot of trouble. 
After a while though, it 
became too dangerous to 
continue these lessons, 
so my grandmother sent 
him to school. There, he 
learned Japanese.

Linda Shelley

 Shelley was a young teenager during the Japanese Occupation, and he wit-
nessed scenes which would later make their way into his novels, such as the dying 
Javanese labourers on the banks of Rochore Canal: 

“[I had] no body problems until the Japanese Occupation, when 
the city was filthy, and from mid-1943, I walked past dying men 
and corpses scantily covered with mats, every day returning home 
from work as an apprentice carpenter… they were the Javanese la-
bourers the Japanese brought in; and turned all those too sick to 
work out of the labour camps. They gravitated to the banks of the 
Rochore Canal, where they could ‘hook out’ dead rats and rotting 
vegetables for food, which they cooked in old tin cans… and many 
died there every day… the mats their mates used to cover the dead, 
to distinguish the living skeletons of thin flesh stretched against al-
most every bone in the human body, soon ran out and many were 
just covered with garbage later. With this background, I had tummy 
upsets regularly… the Chinese medicine of a tea made with some 
seaweed, which looked like brown-hair, kept us alive.”

From notes recorded by Rex Shelley, from memories of when he was a 13-year- 
old boy during the Japanese Occupation

CHAPTER 4 THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION
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A LOVE 
FOR JAPANESE 

CULTURE
Despite the brutality of the war years, Shelley’s appreciation of Japanese culture 
and his admiration for the Japanese people are clearly seen in his novels. Given 
the well-documented accounts of the atrocities of the Japanese and their notoriety 
for cruelty during the Occupation in Singapore and Malaya, it may seem unusual 
that in Shelley’s novels, the Japanese main characters are presented not merely in 
a sympathetic light, but portrayed as noble, refined and with an elevated aesthetic 
sensibility. 
 Captain Takanshi Junichiro, in People of the Pear Tree, is a sensitive soul 
who chose to study literature at university, unlike his peers who chose engineer-
ing. He writes poems and is distraught by the “innovative tortures” his compatriots 
boast about. 
 It is clear that Shelley desired to portray the Japanese not merely as individ-
uals, but to reveal their essential humanity: 

‘Anna watched Junichiro as he taught Gus, noticed him [Junichiro] 
smile with pleasure and frown with irritation in turn, and slowly saw 
that he was just another young man.’ 

People of the Pear Tree

Later in life, he started to get 
interested in Japanese culture. 
He liked the subtlety of it, 
their attention to detail in their 
mannerisms and eating…

 One of the reasons for Shelley’s lack of prejudice towards the Japanese 
was his deep appreciation of their culture. Says his daughter, Linda:

“Later in life, he started to get interested in Japanese culture. He 
liked the subtlety of it, their attention to detail in their mannerisms 
and eating… This attraction to the Japanese culture led him to learn 
more about it. The Mitsubishi company commissioned him to write 
a book on Japanese business culture, for businessmen from the 
West. But it ended up being the Japanese businessmen who read 
it, to understand the businessmen from the West! It was called 
Words Mean Business: Basic Japanese Business Glossary (Times 
Books International, 1984).”

It’s [Japanese culture] not 
alien to me because I started 
studying Japanese seriously 
from 1971. I read a great 
deal of Japanese and a lot of 
Japanese novels and poetry, 
to get to know the language 
better. I was dealing quite a lot 
with the Japanese in business. 
I read up a lot about Japan… 
They are a fascinating people. 
They have a different kind of 
creativity. It’s in their art, it’s 
in their fiction. Their fiction 
is different from English 
language fiction.

Linda Shelley

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational A

rchives of Singapore (28 February 2002)

▲
Rex Shelley wrote three books on Japan. 
Pictured is the cover of Culture Shock!, 
published in 1993.

CHAPTER 5 A LOVE FOR JAPANESE CULTURE
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Bedtime Stories

He would invent stories for us at 
bedtime. My sister and I had one 
room and our brother had another. 
We would all go into either the girls’ 
room or Mike’s room to listen to 
his stories. One of the stories was 
about the two girls, Pollyanna and 
Julianna, who lived in a communist 
country. Another story was Noddy 
and Cracker Jack Joe, who lived in 
Toadstool Land. Cracker Jack Joe’s 
toadstool was made of cheese, so 
if you were ever hungry, you could 
cut off a piece of his house. He’d 
also read us Edward Lear limericks. 
He liked the rhythm. And he would 
perform them, reciting them, and 
marching between the beds.

Home Movies

He made home movies of us 
when we were kids. Sometimes 
he filmed our family life, and 
other times, he wrote little plays 
for us to perform, which he 
filmed. For instance, he wrote a 
role for one of my sisters as  
a fairy.

Nurturing a Love for Reading

He brought us to book fairs, and each of us children were 
allowed to buy one book each. During the school holidays, we 
were also allowed to buy a book. We would go to the National 
Library at Stamford Road quite often too. My two sisters 
developed a deep love of books from that time. I do love books 
too; it came to me later.

Painting Sundays

When I was young, between 
eight or nine and twelve years 
old, we would have painting 
Sundays. He used to like 
teaching us to paint. We would 
use different mediums. For a 
period we would look at oil 
paintings, the oils, turps and 
boards to do the painting. We’d 
do proper pictures and one of 
mine was framed. He would 
also take us out to art galleries, 
and teach us to appreciate art. 
We would go to the Victoria 
Memorial Hall a lot, for the 
visiting exhibitions, and 
sometimes private galleries. 
At some point, my mum was 
learning Chinese painting, so 
we learned that too! 

A WONDERFUL  
FATHER

Shelley had three children, Michael (Mike), the oldest, followed by daughters 
Linda, then Martine. Growing up with him as a father was great fun, as his now 
adult children recount.

Linda Shelley

One of the bedtime books 
he read to us was To Kill a 
Mockingbird. When he had 
to go away on trips, he would 
record in advance a few 
‘episodes’ of the book for us 
to listen to when he was gone.

M
ike Shelley

Linda Shelley

M
ike Shelley

M
ike Shelley

► 
The Shelley family— 
Mike, Rex, Cora, Linda 
and Martine. Mid-1990s, 
Singapore.

CHAPTER 6 A WONDERFUL FATHER
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A WONDERFUL FATHER

REX SHELLEY: THE GENTLE OBSERVER

◄ ▲
This letter and two poems sent to Martine 
Shelley showcase Rex Shelley’s playful and 
teasing nature. 1985.

CHAPTER 6
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A WONDERFUL FATHER

REX SHELLEY: THE GENTLE OBSERVER

▲ ►
Rex Shelley’s penchant for details can be seen 
in this ‘commissioning form’ he sent Martine 
Shelley so he could create a fabric painting for 
her. 8 March 1999. 

CHAPTER 6
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CLASS AND
SOCIAL HIERARCHY

Shelley’s books portray what might be a discomfiting reminder of the snobbery and 
class distinctions pervasive within the Eurasian community in Singapore and Mala-
ya during the days of colonialism, and after, in the days of pre-independence. The 
Europeans at the top of the power axis during the colonial era created social struc-
tures in their colonies which perpetuated their racist attitudes and reinforced and 
strengthened the social and economic divides between themselves and all other 
races. These racist and classist colonial mentalities and structures had trickle-down 
effects on the values of most of the Eurasian community.
 Within the Eurasian community, it was generally seen as advantageous to 
have close affiliations with, and ancestral connections to, Europeans, and a matter 
of great prestige. Such was the status it accorded that some Eurasians even tried 
to downplay or deny their Asian heritage, in an attempt to emphasise their Europe-
an ancestry, to imply their higher social status. Some Eurasians who had European 
colouring and features might also try to pass for European, for practical reasons, or 
to enjoy privileges otherwise denied Asians and Eurasians, such as being able to 
enter European-only clubs, hotels or balls, and even enlisting in the “B” Company of 
the Singapore Volunteer Corps reserved for Europeans only, writing in the attesta-
tion forms that they were of pure European descent.
 The strict social divides the Europeans enforced between themselves and 
the other races, officially or unofficially, is seen in A River of Roses, when Eurasian 
Philippa Rosario, who has European colouring and blond hair, enters the British of-
ficers’ mess with Englishman Duncan Gudgeon, who is her intelligence contact for 
the resistance movement, without drawing undue attention to herself. Despite her 
physical ability to ‘pass’ as European, the realities of the distinctions between a Eu-
ropean colonial and a ‘native’, even one of part-European heritage, are stark: 

‘“…Where did you go to?”
“The officers’ mess in Portsdown Road.”
“Not one of the European clubs, eh? The Tanglin Club or…”
“Good heavens, no. He’d be ostracized if he brought a native woman…”
“But you’re blond, like a white…”
“But not…”’

 In The Shrimp People, this racism and classism inherent in the colonial 
mentality that permeated the attitudes of a number of Eurasians at the time is seen 
in how Ethel Richards, a poor, dark-skinned Eurasian girl of Portuguese Malaccan 
ancestry, is perceived and judged by Mary Rodrigues: 

‘Ethel Richards was taller than the average Singapore girl… Dark-
brown skinned… Mary took her in. Cheap and nasty blouse. Hair 
needs combing. Filthy canvas shoes… Holding her hockey stick as 
though it were a truncheon or a club. Probably smells.’

 Mary’s husband James Rodrigues displays a similar sneering disdain: 

‘He hated them. Those good-for-nothing geragoks there. The god-
dammed scum of the earth. Nothing but chap-ji-ki and shit. Always 
filthy dirty. Always fighting, stealing. Always dead broke. Even 
when the sea was full of prawns. Letting the bloody money lender 
screw them into the ground. Into the bloody mud… he cursed them 
inwardly for the way they were bringing up their children. Leaving 
them to get their meals when they wanted to eat from pots which 
had been cooked early in the morning.’ 

 The comment about eating food that had been cooked early in the day may 
seem strange to us, but it can be read to reflect how a number of Eurasians aspired 
to British middle class values and practices at the time in an attempt to appear more 
European. Among these was the English practice of dining at table at mealtimes. 
In the eyes of characters like James Rodrigues, the fact that Portuguese-Eurasian 
families like the Richards’ shunned this dining practice is one significant marker of 
their status at the bottom of the social ladder.
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THE  
MUSIC MAN

The importance of music in the Eurasian world of Shelley’s novels reflects his own 
musical talent. He played a number of instruments—the guitar, piano, a heavy piano 
accordion, the clarinet and the saxophone.

“Dad used to play the guitar every evening,” says Mike Shelley. “He was a real mae-
stro once he was playing. He also had an upright piano and he would play Chopin 
and Debussy. He would play the Honky Tonk on the piano at parties.”
 During the Japanese Occupation, people had to make their own entertain-
ment. Shelley, who was a young teen then, had always been good at drawing and 
sketching. His family escaped from Penang when the Japanese got there, and they 
settled in Singapore, in a house at the Mount Emily, Selegie area. “During that time, 
he had to practice the piano, but they didn’t have one, so he painted the keys on a 
piece of board and used that to practice,” says daughter Linda Shelley. 

“He didn’t watch much TV. He said it was a waste of time. But occa-
sionally he would watch TV with us children. If an episode of a TV 
series ended on a cliffhanger, and he would have to watch the next 
episode the following week, he didn’t like that! We would watch the 
black and white minstrel shows, entertainment shows of singing and 
dancing. This love of singing and dancing is reflected in his books.”

Mike Shelley

◄ ▼
Rex Shelley’s piano was 
donated to the Eurasian 
Association in 2015.
►
Still of a television 
programme Rex Shelley 
was featured in called  
At Home With, which 
aired on 11 July 2003.  
Source: At Home With  
Ep 26 Rex Shelley  
© MediaCorp Pte Ltd.
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◄ ▲
An accidental hobby becomes a 
passion. Some of Rex Shelley’s 
paintings done on silk.
►
Rex Shelley painted this silk scarf for 
Linda Shelley.

AN ACCIDENTAL  
HOBBY

A little-known fact is that Shelley also had a passion for silk painting, a hobby he 
stumbled upon. He was running a small import-export business and one of the prod-
ucts was fabric paint. One day, some potential customers asked him for a sample 
of how the paint would look like on fabric, so he experimented by painting some on 
silk fabric.

After that, it became 
his hobby. He used to 
love doing it, staying 
up late into the night, 
silk painting.

M
ike Shelley
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FOR THE  
LOVE OF FENG

‘“It [feng] came from the Portuguese. It’s the head of a pig cut 
into tiny pieces, as small as a peanut, in a curried sort of style. The 
whole head, you know. The skin and the flesh. Even those hard 
parts. It’s really fantastic.”’

The Shrimp People

 A clear thread in Shelley’s quartet of Eurasian novels is the celebration of 
food. Not just Eurasian food—which is lovingly represented—but the variety of the 
cuisines of Singapore in all their mouth-watering glory.

“He loved his biryani, his chicken rice, his chee kway and satay. 
But we would also go to top class restaurants, and to the Tanglin 
Club, where we were members. At the Tanglin Club we would go to 
the Churchill Room, which was this post restaurant, a lovely place. 
Every Sunday, he would let us choose where we wanted to go for 
lunch. It could be anywhere—a dim sum restaurant, once Martine 
chose McDonald’s, and my dad sat there drinking a McDonald’s 
milkshake with two straws. ‘This is like smoking two cigarettes!’ he 
said.”

Mike Shelley

 Food is the focal point of social gatherings such as the party thrown by Da 
Perera’s brother in Island in the Centre, where Japanese newcomer Nakajima has his 
first tastes of Singapore’s food such as rendang, chilli kangkong, Eurasian pickles:

‘Rendang. The dry-fried beef thickly clustered with spices. Brin-
jals. Steamed soft with chilli and vinegar. Was it vinegar? Ladies’ 
fingers, covered with little red onions and prawny paste. The vege-
table his kookie called kangkong, fiery hot.’

Island in the Centre

 In A River of Roses, there is a feast of sayor lodeh, rice, curry and belachan, 
kurma and chincharlok at the party where Philippa first meets Daud, the man who 
will capture her heart:

‘The spell broke when someone said he just had to have more of 
that sayor lodeh, vegetables in soupy coconut milk gravy.
“And the rendang, and the kurma,” another chipped in, teasing.
“And don’t forget the chincharlok!”’

A River of Roses

The Shrim
p People 

▲
Mike, Rex and Martine Shelley having drinks at Tanglin Club. 1990s. 

“Feng!” Old Joe raised his right hand 
with one finger pointing skyward. “You 
ask me what Eurasian food is, I answer 
you in one word: Feng.”
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 The preoccupation with food can even serve as a distraction in a time of 
encroaching war. In Island in the Centre, when the Japanese have already taken 
Penang, Vicky Viera’s mother snaps into action on hearing of her daughter’s dan-
gerous plan to leave their Malacca home to drive to Singapore two days before 
Christmas: she will prepare jars of pickles for Vicky to take to their various relatives 
in Singapore.

‘“Stay with us for Christmas… jus’ two days more.”
“No, Ma. In fact, I think you should come with me… Yah, Pa. I’m going  
to Singapore.”
“You think the Japs won’t get there, eh?” His eyes were sad.
Ma looked at him.
“Tell you what. I’ll give you some achar to take to Uncle Maurice.”’

Island in the Centre

Even in the thick of war, in the in-
ternment village of Bahau in Negri Sembilan 
where the Eurasians were, food is an im-
portant feature of Shelley’s depiction of life. 
Food eked out on the farms by Eurasians not 
used to agricultural work is spartan—boiled 
pieces of tapioca for breakfast, with a brew 
of roasted ground maize serving as coffee. 
But to a people so deprived of basic items 
like salt or fresh eggs, the rare occasion to 
eat previously ordinary dishes takes on an 
almost mythical quality. This happens when 
the malnourished Gus Perera is treated to a 
meal at the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese 
Army hideout:

‘A special lunch was laid out today. There were thick slices of fatty 
pork swimming in dark brown gravy, stir-fried sweet beans, pickled 
cucumbers. The very sight of it made his mouth water.’

People of the Pear Tree

Shelley wasn’t a master chef in the same way he was a musical virtuoso, but his affec-
tion for food spilled over into a love for creating some memorable signature dishes: 

“Sometimes on Sunday evenings, he would cook. There was one 
particular dish he would make, which we loved. He would fry beef, 
and add beer to it. He could also make a very good babi tau yu with 
vinegar.”

Mike Shelley

“What’s devil?”
“It’s a kinda’ curry… 
Chicken. A thin gravy 
curry. There’s a slight sour 
taste. They put vinegar in 
it. Lots of onions. Garlic, 
mustard seeds, ginger  
and soy sauce… Oh yes.  
It must have large whole 
red and green chillies 
floating around in it…”

The Shrim
p People

▲
Another still of Rex Shelley when he was featured in At Home With.  
Source: At Home With Ep 26 Rex Shelley © MediaCorp Pte Ltd. 
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“TWO GOALS,  
MAN!”

Eurasians in Singapore and Malaysia have long been associated with sport. Way 
before the Olympic triumph of swimmer Joseph Schooling in 2016, Eurasians were 
in the limelight for sporting excellence. Eurasians were prominent in sports ranging 
from cricket, soccer, tennis, rugby, running and long jumping. Mary Beatrice Klass, 
in 1954, was lauded one of the two fastest women in Asia at the Asian Games, while 
Alice Pennefather is a pioneer sportswoman of varied talents, becoming the first 
badminton women’s singles champion in 1931, the Singapore Ladies Tennis cham-
pion in 1936, and the Girls’ Sports Club hockey team captain from 1931 to 1958 
(except during the years of the Japanese Occupation).

 One reason for their involvement in sport is that many Eurasian families en-
couraged their children to participate in sports because they believed it was good 
for building character. And when their children excelled, parents would proudly cel-
ebrate their achievements. This facet of the community is reflected in the world of 
Shelley’s four novels. A good number of characters are either involved in sport or 
are enthusiastic pundits of the game.
 In Island in the Centre, Vicky Viera is a former swimming instructor and 
works as a sales representative for sporting equipment in Malaya and Singapore.
 Hockey played by a team of Eurasian women takes centrestage in The 
Shrimp People, with Bertha Rodrigues’ winning moves at the games in Singapore 
and Malaya described in detail and praised by other Eurasian characters:

‘“Two goals, man! The only two goals of the whole game. She really 
sarpooed those big European women… Sheelah passed it to her… 
you know Sheelah’s damn good at watching the field all the time… 
she saw your Bertha… out there in the wing… waiting… one sharp 
flick to Bertha. Bertha got it and went. Man, she went… One, two, 
three, she got through them… her stick man, real fast… then she cut 
in… that big Mrs. McMarthy was playing backs today… Bertha got 
past her… then Tarp!… high in the right top corner. You should have 
been there man.”’

The Shrimp People

Jean switched her attention to Sheelah. With a 
hard crack from Sheelah’s stick, the ball went 
skimming over the grass to Bertha.
It was a perfect pass. And Bertha was there, ready. 
Someone from the crowd yelled, “Shoot! Shoot!” 
Bertha flicked it up. It whizzed past the goalkeeper 
at hip height into the goal.”

The Shrim
p People

▲
A hockey match at Raffles Institution showing goalkeeper Alex D’Silva in action. 
1932. Courtesy of Eurasian Association Heritage Gallery.
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REX SHELLEY: THE GENTLE OBSERVER

WHY HE WROTE

He believed it was important 
for Singapore’s history, 
especially for Eurasians [for 
these stories to be written]. 
The story of Bahau [depicted 
in People of the Pear Tree] 
is known by all Eurasians. I 
think he wanted to be sure all 
Singaporeans knew about it. 
He was a young man in the 
years after WWII, and was 
quite moved by the events that 
happened.

One of my main 
purposes in writing 
the books was to 
put on record the 
community’s social 
life, the community’s 
thinking.

WHY
HE WROTE

Shelley gave himself to writing about the Eurasian community and their experiences 
from the 1940s to the 1960s primarily to record and describe to readers, especial-
ly other Singaporeans, what the community was like then. Underpinning this was 
his conviction that the tiny community would soon disintegrate, as Eurasians didn’t 
have a cultural centre, a specific country of origin, to keep them together and rein-
force their identity.

R
ex Shelley, from

 an oral interview
 w

ith the N
ational

A
rchives of Singapore (28 February 2002)

Historians have recorded facts and events, but 
colour, light, shade, richness of lives were lost. 
Dad wanted to leave a description of the Eurasian 
community, their feelings, celebrations. He wove 
these around significant factual events.

Linda Shelley

M
artine Shelley, R

ex Shelley’s younger daughter

►
A pensive Rex Shelley. The photo was 
taken in the 1990s. 
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When it becomes too dangerous to continue his clandestine private lessons, Shelley 
enrolls in a Japanese-run school in Singapore for one year.

Shelley’s father finds him work as a carpenter’s apprentice at a shipyard in Singapore, after 
his mother withdraws him from the Japanese school, for fear of his being sent to Japan for 
training as a civil servant.

1945
The war ends and Shelley’s family return to Butterworth, Penang.

TIMELINE
27 October 1930
Born in Singapore to father, Gilbert “Sonny” Bernard Shelley, and 
mother, Emily “Milly” Pestana.

Attends school at St Anthony’s Boys School.

When war breaks out in Europe, and Fiat Motor Company, his father’s 
employer, closes down in Singapore, the Shelley family moves to 
Butterworth in Penang.

When Penang falls to the Japanese, the Shelley family flee to 
Singapore.

1942—1945
Shelley grows up in Singapore during the 
Japanese Occupation, a boy aged 12 to 15.

For a time during the Occupation, he attends secret lessons in a 
makeshift basement classroom with a Chinese scholar, evading  
the mandatory enrollment into schools in Singapore, all taken over  
by the Japanese.

1950s

1960s

1970s1930s

1940s

1952
He graduates with an honours degree in chemistry from the University of 
Malaya in Singapore.

He leaves to study economics and engineering at the University of Cambridge.

1965
After a work stint in Negri Sembilan, he returns to Singapore to work for pipe-making 
company, Hume Industries.

1971
Shelley decides to study the Japanese language as he 
believes it will be useful for his import-export business.

1973
He is appointed manager of planning at Hume Industries 
(Far East). By this time Shelley is already a member of 
the Institution of Civil Engineers, Institution of Municipal 
Engineers, and the Institution of Engineers, Singapore. He 
is also serving on the management board of the Singapore 
Institute of Standards and Industrial Research, and the 
Singapore Science Centre Board.

1975
Submits an essay for a competition organised by the Singapore International 
Chamber of Commerce to mark the republic’s 10th anniversary. The essay is about 
his views of what the next 10 years of Singapore’s economic future might be. He 
wins the top prize of a gold medal and $2,000.

1976
He is appointed a member of the Public Service Commission,  
a position he holds for the next 31 years, until 2007.

1978
Is conferred a Bintang Bakti Masyarakat (Public Service Star) by the government 
for service to the people of Singapore, through his role in the Public Service 
Commission.

1

2

3

1989
Is conferred a second 
Bintang Bakti Masyarakat 
(Public Service Star) 
(Bar) by the government 
for service to the people 
of Singapore, through his 
role in the Public Service 
Commission.

1980s

4
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Fiction

1991 The Shrimp People (Times Books International)
1993 People of the Pear Tree (Times Books International)
1995 Island in the Centre (Times Books International)
1998 A River of Roses (Times Books International)

BIBLIOGRAPHY1990 
The guidebook Japan (Cultures of the World series) is published.

1992 
The Shrimp People, Shelley’s first novel, wins in the English Fiction 
category at the National Book Development Council of Singapore 
(NBDCS) Awards.

2000 
A River of Roses, his last novel, wins the first Dymocks 
Singapore Literature Prize (now known as the Singapore 
Literature Prize).

2007
Honoured with the S.E.A. Write Award, for authors from the 
ASEAN region.

21 August 2009
Passes away from lung cancer at the age of 78, leaving his 
wife, three children and six grandchildren.

1990s

2000s
6

5

Timeline image captions:
1. Gilbert and Emily Shelley attending a wedding with a young Rex. 1930s.
2. Minister for Science and Technology Dr Toh Chin Chye (foreground) being greeted on his arrival for the inauguration 

of Singapore Science Centre (SSC) at Shangri-La Hotel. From left are SSC board members, Dr Lawrence Chia, Rex 
Shelley, Sng Yew Chong, and deputy chairman Ronald Sng. 30 January 1973.

3. Source: New Nation © Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Reprinted with permission.
4. President Wee Kim Wee presenting the Public Service Star (Bar) medal to member of Public Service Commission 

(PSC) Rex Anthony Shelley at investiture ceremony for National Day awards at Singapore Conference Hall.  
10 November 1989.

5. Cover of Japan (Cultures of the World series), published in 1990.
6. Rex Shelley at Martine Shelley’s home in Sacramento, California. Early 1990s.

Non-fiction

1984 Words Mean Business: A Basic Japanese Business Glossary (Times  
Books International) 

1990 Japan (Cultures of the World series) (Times Books International)
1993 Culture Shock! (Times Books International)
1995 Sounds and Sins of Singlish: And Other Nonsense (Times Books  

International)
2010 Dr Paglar: Everyman’s Hero (his last book, on his uncle prominent  

Eurasian leader, Charles Joseph Pemberton Paglar, published  
posthumously by Straits Times Press)

Awards

1975 Top prize for an essay, Singapore International Chamber of Commerce
1992 Top prize (English fiction category) for The Shrimp People, NBDCS
1994 Highly Commended award for People of the Pear Tree, NBDCS
1996 Highly Commended award for Island in the Centre, NBDCS
2000 Dymocks Singapore Literature Prize for A River of Roses
2007 Singapore S.E.A. Write Award

1993 
The guidebook Culture Shock! is published.

1994 
People of the Pear Tree receives a Highly Commended award at the 
National Book Development Council of Singapore (NBDCS) Awards.

1996 
Island in the Centre receives a Highly Commended award at the 
National Book Development Council of Singapore (NBDCS) Awards.
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▲
An extract from a letter written to Martine Shelley. 
6 December 1999.
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