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National Service: a Waste of time?
by LG (Ret) Winston Choo

August marks the 46th anniversary of national service. Winston Choo, the first and longest-serving Chief of the 
Singapore Armed Forces (1974-1992), shares his personal insights of his years in the army and of national service.

This article was first published in The Straits Times on 24 August 2013.

about seven months. our role was to patrol the border 
areas and ensure that there were no intrusions by 
infiltrators into sabah.

We went there expecting to take fire, expecting 
to fight. We didn’t have any experience then and, of 
course, there was some degree of apprehension that 
we could lose our lives. 

We had a real enemy across the border, and it is 
only natural that any person would feel fear. We were 
all carrying loaded weapons and you don’t carry loaded 
weapons unless you expect to use them.

When you go into an operational zone, you must 
go in with the expectation that this danger might 
happen. there was always this sense that we could be 
shot at.

But if you train your people well and motivate 
them well, they will fight, and fight well. We knew 
that it was professionally and operationally expected 
of us to fight.

i remember that when we first arrived, the talk 
within the Brigade—we had a malaysian Brigade 
commander—was, “these singaporeans cannot fight. 
they are city boys.” 

as it turned out, we could. there was shooting and 
mortar fire, and we continued with our operations. our 
soldiers performed their tasks courageously and did 

INTRODUCTION

on 9 august 2013, thousands of singaporeans  
celebrated our nation’s 48th birthday. What many may 
not know, however, is that august also marks the 
month that the first batch of 9,000 young men were 
enlisted for compulsory national service in 1967.

this first batch led the way. now, 46 years later, 
more than 900,000 singaporeans have served and 
played their part in defending our home.

When i joined the military in 1959, the singapore 
armed forces did not exist. even singapore did not 
exist then as an independent nation. 

CITY BOYS CAN FIGHT TOO

after i was commissioned as an officer in 1961,  
i was in the 1st Battalion singapore infantry  
regiment (1 sir), who were all career soldiers.

in 1963, then-indonesian president sukarno 
launched the Konfrontasi or confrontation campaign 
to oppose the formation of the federation of  
malaysia, which merged singapore, malaya, sabah and 
sarawak.

When the confrontation broke out, we were sent 
to sebatik island south of sabah—the northern half 
was under malaysia, the southern half was under 
indonesia. We were there conducting operations for 
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not turn tail and run. fortunately, those of us in 1 sir 
didn’t suffer any casualties, though our brothers from 
2 sir did in Kota tinggi.

We executed our duties as professionals and we 
showed the rest that we were capable of fighting 
alongside the best of them. 

But that was just the first battle that we had to 
fight.

BECOMING INDEPENDENT

two years later in 1965, singapore separated from 
malaysia. We were in camp when they said that then-
prime minister lee Kuan Yew was going to make a 
statement, so we turned on the radio. his voice broke 
because he was very emotional—i will never forget his 
voice when he announced the separation.

at the time, we had a mixture of singaporean, 
malaysian and British soldiers in my battalion. nobody 
showed a lot of emotion, but the funny thing was 
that the British officers were the ones who cheered, 
whereas the rest of us were more subdued. Because  
i think to us, the repercussions and implications were 
tremendous.

i was just a young captain then, but what struck 
me was the importance of having the military 
capability to ensure singapore’s sovereignty. We were 
all concerned about the future, about what was going 
to happen to singapore. it became evidently clear to 
me that unless we had a strong military, we were not 
going to survive.

We had two army battalions then. in 1 sir, three-
quarters were singaporeans, one-quarter malaysians. 
the ratio in 2 sir was almost 50-50. We realised we 
would only have one and one quarter of a battalion 
after the malaysians left.

and even after independence, the presence of 
the malaysian armed forces in singapore was still 
overwhelming. a battalion of the royal malay regiment 
continued to occupy temasek camp at holland road. 
they refused to vacate the battalion camp, and 2 sir, 
which had returned from sabah, had to live in tents at 

farrer park. it took them quite some time before they 
pulled out and 2 sir went back to temasek camp. 

any thinking singaporean, especially those 
involved in the military, would realise how naked we 
were as a small country. 

When the time came for us to build the singapore 
armed forces, there was no doubt among us about the 
need to have our own defence capability. 

TAKING CHARGE OF OUR OWN

i had been under the command of the British, 
then the malaysians, and finally we singaporeans 
were in charge. it was as though i had been in three 
different armies, but i never changed my cap badge 
or my uniform. to me, i was always just a part of the 
singapore infantry regiment. 

everything that i had gone through made me 
appreciate singapore’s independence even more. We 
were now the owners of our own destiny. Vital to 
that was the capability to look after ourselves and be 
responsible for our own defence. 

at the time, the Vietnam War was raging and the 
american forces were pulling out, so there was a 
heightened sense of the need for security and defence. 

it was a continuous stretch of events—the 
confrontation, the breakaway from malaysia, the 
communist threat during the Vietnam War, and the 
withdrawal of British troops from singapore and the 
region—that made us aware of our vulnerability and 
the need to be strong.

We could only have a capable armed force through 
national service (ns). singapore could not, and still 
cannot, afford to raise and maintain a non-conscript 
armed force of sufficient strength without bankrupting 
our economic workforce.

When ns was introduced in 1967, it was not a 
popular move. the chinese had a saying, “good sons 
don’t become soldiers.” our leaders, led by mr lee 
Kuan Yew and then-defence minister the late dr goh 
Keng swee, went out of the way to emphasise the 
importance of ns.
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there were send-off parties in every constituency, 
where all the young men who were supposed to go do 
ns attended dinners with their members of parliament, 
and were given gifts and some small mementos as a 
gesture of appreciation. 

When we first started ns, of course there was a 
lot of mystique and doubt as a result of rumours and 
lack of awareness. i think the youth of today and 
the average singaporean parent now have very good 
knowledge of what to expect. these days, parents are 
encouraged to visit pulau tekong and the Basic military 
training graduation parade has become more visible to 
the public—they hold it at the marina Bay floating 
platform, where parents and other singaporeans can 
see them and take pride in them.

THEN AND NOW

it took us a long time and a lot of effort to get  
ns fully accepted as a way of life, as something every 
son of singapore should be doing. 

now, every young man expects that, after he 
finishes his ite, polytechnic or a levels, he has to do 
his ns. it is something which everyone today accepts 
as a given, a fact of life. that much has changed  
over time. 

of course, you find a lot of fathers today who say; 
“Wah, your ns so easy, so soft.” i don’t believe that. 
i have never looked upon life as being “so easy now,” 
or thought that nsmen today are sacrificing less than 
what nsmen of yesteryear have sacrificed. 

training is still tough, and life is still difficult. it 
is still a big sacrifice to do ns, perhaps even more so 
today. maybe the treatment was a bit crude and rough 
before, whereas now it’s more refined. that doesn’t 
mean it’s softer or more lax. 

if you look at the ns soldiers of those days, many 
of them were not very well educated and didn’t even 
have ‘o’ levels.

We have a different calibre of people coming in 
now—the younger generation are better educated, 
and can meet the same training requirements more 
efficiently and effectively. 

the need for and importance of ns will always 
be there, but the type of people who come into ns 
will change over time. the saf must be dynamic and 
continue to adjust the way they train soldiers.

NEW CENTURY, NEW CHALLENGES

in some ways, the challenge for mindef and the 
saf today is greater than it was for us then. When we 
broke away from the federation and had to form our 
own armed forces, our vulnerability was very evident. 
my generation understood this very clearly. 

how are we going to put this message across to 
today’s singaporeans?

it can be a difficult thing for people to connect 
with, but we cannot take for granted that the peace 
we have today will always be there. if we are not 
prepared to fight, how can we expect anyone else to 
come and do it for us?

in a way, half our battle is already won because so 
many singaporeans today have served ns. the people 
i meet, especially the fellows who served with me in 
the saf, always recall fondly what they did when they 
were in ns. 

not everybody has had a good ns experience. 
But even so, i think if you ask those who have gone 
through life after serving ns, very few would say in 
retrospect that they have not benefited from ns. 

singapore is what it is today because our fathers, 
brothers, uncles and cousins served ns. every 
generation has to step up to do their duty. old soldiers 
like me have done our turn; now it’s up to the next 
generation to carry on this duty. 

LG (Ret) Winston Choo was the first and longest-serving chief of the singapore armed forces 
(1974-1992). he left the military after a distinguished 33-year career, and has since held several 
diplomatic appointments and served on the boards of various companies. he is currently chairman 
of metro holdings’ Board of directors and non-resident ambassador to israel.
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