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Introduction

Ms Yolanda Celine Beh
died suddenly on 17
December 2010 at home,
a few months after her
70t birthday. Her death
shocked her family and
friends as she was seldom
ill. She was always active,
travelling a few times a
year, especially after her
retrement on 6
September 2002.

Yolanda had a wide
circle of friends and was a
well-known and
respected librarian. She
spent 34 years as the
Foundation Librarian of
the Southeast Asian
Ministers’ of Education
Organization (SEAMEO)
Regional Language
Centre in Singapore.

She was a Life Member, of
the Library Association of
Singapore (LAS). She had
served in the LAS Council
as Vice-President, and in
various capacities in LAS
Committees.

Librarians, colleagues,
non-librarians in
Singapore, Malaysia,
Myanmar and Australia,
write of their relationships
with her to honour
Yolanda and to share
their memoiries.

If you missed the call for
contributions on Yolanda,
you can still add your
comments on our blog
http://www.las.org.sg/wp/
sjlim/

The death of Ms Beh is a
huge loss to me. It was a
privilege to work under her
from January to June 1992.
I was employed to convert
the existing RELC Library's
card catalogue into their
newly purchased Library
Integrated System. She was
more than a mere employer
as she went the extra mile
to make sure everyone
around her was well taken
care of. She never looked at
us as just employees. She
was the one who

“Yolanda-Our Big Sister” as
we call her, was near and
dear to my family. She
suddenly left her loved
ones with an irreparable
loss on 17 December 2010.
She had just returned from
a pilgrimage tour of the
Middle East. Her departure
was silent, serene and
peaceful. Having the
opportunity to know
Yolanda was a God send to
me and my family.

In 1997, I was posted on an
assignment to Singapore.
My wife, Hpyu Hpyu and I
met Yolanda for the first
time at a lunch at hosted at
the house of John Murphy

encouraged me to take up
English courses to improve
myself and even insisted
that I take small breaks
during the office hours
when I was pregnant.

Even though I was only
under her for 6 months, she
visited me when [ had my
first new born and
celebrated my birthday
with the office staff. She
insisted we spend time with
our families and never
allowed us to stay and work

and Daw Yin May Myat, a
scholar and a teacher. At
that time, Yolanda was the
Librarian at RELC. We
reciprocated cordial visits
and our friendship grew. I
was transferred to
Myanmar in late 2000. We
had to leave our daughter
Ma Yi Mon Soe in
Singapore, as she was
attending her Diploma
course in Nursing at
Nanyang Polytechnic.
Yolanda gladly offered to
take care of our daughter
and even became a God
Mother to Ma Yi Mon Soe.
We were relieved of the
burden and the anxiety
which every parent has
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after office hours. Even
after I had left RELC, she
still remembered my family
and enquired about my
children whenever we met
up later.

D. Gandhimathy

Yolanda Beh dressed in her
favourite red

when they are separated
from their child. Naturally,
we kept in contact with
Yolanda. She was a good
mother in our absence. She
groomed our daughter so
well that she became a
Registered Nurse at the
Singapore General Hospital
(SGH) and obtained a
degree in Bachelor in
Health Sciences from the
University of Sydney. Now,
she is working as a Senior
Nurse at SGH. We are so
grateful to Yolanda for her
able guidance and strict
discipline. She was
extremely proud to have
witnessed the achieve-
ments of her god daughter.
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Yolanda still lives in
our hearts and will
always be.

U Myint Soe

[ was always
impressed by her
management style,
and her ability to
build an excellent
library service with
relatively limited
resources.

Edward Lim

Cont’d ... Our Big Sister

The years passed by and
Yolanda had taken the elder
sister’s place in our family.
She attended the
engagement of Ma Yi Mon
Soe in Bangkok and the
wedding ceremony in
Yangon. Zin Sabai Moe and
Ingyn Mon, the children of
Ma Yi Mon Soe and Soe Moe
Tun, became the grand
daughters of Yolanda. She
enjoyed the family warmth
from all of us. She had
never failed to be present at
our family events and
celebrations.

Yolanda’s concern for
others was an extra-
ordinary character trait.
She never failed to wish on
our birthdays or on other
happy occasions. The card
was always followed by a
long distance call to extend

her wishes. Yolanda never
failed to offer her help to
the needy with a charming
smile. She never shared her
worries with others while
she accepted others as her
own.

As we are entwined from
different parts of Asia,
initially we have to meet
and cherish the joy together
in life and, finally when the
time comes, we have to
depart to our own grounds
not knowing the schedule
or the itinerary of one’s
destiny. Yolanda had
proved it vividly to us and
to others.

Lord Will Bless Our Dear
Sister/God-
Mother/Aunty/Grand
Mother Yolanda, for sharing
her loving kindness (Metta)

Sweet Yolanda

“Sweet Yolanda” is how |
remember her when we
first met in 1998 and
always will. She went out of
her way to take me to
different churches each
time [ visited Singapore. It
was a big treat for me to be
able to enjoy different
choirs, different sermons
from different churches she
took me to.

We accept her as our big
sister and my niece’s god-
mother. I cherish the

moments we had shared
together on Sundays over
lunch and dinner with my
family.

[ will always remember her
in ared dress on her
birthday on 6 September
2010, not realizing that it
would be the last time that [
would see her. It is a big
loss for us and like losing a
family member.

Esther Rose Gyan in
Yangon

and for bringing happiness
and joy (Sukha) to each and
everyone. We enshrine her
merits and good deeds also.

U Myint Soe (Victor), Retired
Senior Diplomat, Daw Hpyu
Hpyu Gyan, Ma Yi Mon Soe
and Soe Moe Tun, Paing
Soe, Kaung Myat Soe and
Mra Chaw Su Aye, Zin
Sabai Moe and Ingyn Mon,
and Maria in Yangon,
Bangkok and Singapore

Yolanda on the occasion
of Ma Yi Mon Soe’s
graduation day, 21
September 2007. Photo
courtesy of U Myint Soe
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The RELC staff compiled their memories of their former
boss, whom they miss dearly.

As a Boss

Miss Yolanda Beh set up the RELC Library and Information
Centre from scratch in 1968. From assisting the RELC
founder Director to source for a location to house the then
Regional English Language Centre to purchasing the first
piece of furniture for the Library and to adding the first
book to start the Library’s collection. She was a
perfectionist in every aspect of work, from the neatness of
the arrangement of every book on the Library shelves to
each and every punctuation mark on a card catalogue and
to a perfectly written report or letter, making sure that
every sentence complied to all grammatical and linguistic
rules. She had carefully and meticulously built up the
collection that was known as the "World’s Best Library
specializing in Applied Linguistics." — Vicky

Besides specializing in Applied Linguistics, she also
compiled add-ons to the Library’s collection by collating
related articles, textbooks used by the schools among
SEAMEO countries and course projects done by RELC
course members. These add-ons contributed to the
uniqueness of the RELC Library collection. She was also
involved in leading important events such as the RELC
Regional Seminars and Governing Board Meetings. —
Hashim

I enjoyed immensely working with her and both my
‘brother and sister’. She had contributed a lot to this
Library and I had always supported and appreciated the
knowledge she provided to us, especially her advice. We
owe our greatest intellectual debt to Miss Beh. She would
check and comment strictly on our work, and over the last
few years, had generously corresponded with us through
emails and also set aside time to discuss a wide range of
issues. [ am very grateful for her attention and interest.
Most important, was the example that she had set as a
responsible intellectual worker in linguistics and as a
supportive boss who would always stand up and fight for
the rights of her staff. I am not alone in being very grateful
to her for inspiration. Her sharp mind and insightful

comments had helped to improve us in our work. Her
careful reading and editing had clarified many drafts and
helped us to construct a perfect work manual which made it
easy for us to carry out our duties. Her support and
encouragement had made all problems possible to endure.
— Hanita

As a Mentor

She was like a mum to us, we grew up under her wings—all
three of us from as young as 18 years old and now two have
reached 55 years of age. She taught us a hundred and one
things, from library-related topics to the essence of life, and
lots and lots more. We used to be very scared of her but
slowly we realized that her sternness led us to become
better not only in our work but also in our lives. — Vicky

She was caring and systematic in distributing work
duties—something which [ have learnt and still value.
Because of these qualities in her, I came back to work
under her again after leaving RELC for three years. —
Hashim

She has taught me to be very strong when facing life and to
overcome all with peace. Even my family could not pull me
out of all my burdens, but she had opened a door with light
for me to pass through. — Hanita

As a Friend

We became friends after her retirement in 2002. We would
meet up for lunch and she would insist on paying for all of
us, except for the last time. We met exactly one month
before she left us, and we “conned” her into allowing us to
foot the bill for the first and last time! — Vicky

After she retired, she still kept in touch with us, especially
to wish us on our birthdays. She also met us occasionally
which drew us even closer to her until she left us on 17
December 2010. — Hashim

I will always remember all the support, encouragement,
forbearance, and love that she had showered us with until
her last days. — Hanita
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Cont’d ... From the RELC Staff

[ have known Miss Beh throughout my adult life. She
expected perfection and excellence in everything I did. She
always showed graciousness and empathy towards others.
[ will remember her kindness and laughter ... always ...with
fond memories and love. —Fionna

Miss Beh, you live in us forever.
— Hanita, Hashim and Vicky

Six months have gone by and I still feel Yolanda’s presence
around me, each time I use the bookmark or the soap she
bought back for me from her travels.

Miss Beh, as she was wont to introduce herself, was Miss
Prim and Proper to many, but to me, she was Miss Warm
and Hearty. She was frugal yet generous, decorous yet
spontaneous, stern-faced yet humorous, naive yet wise.
Yolanda loved to eat well but could not cook for nuts, and
although appreciative, would reject not-yet-cooked food. [
used to tease her endlessly over that. Each time she came

for dinner, we had a deal, she would take a doggy bag home

so that my fridge could be clear of leftovers.

We became buddies when I moved to Himiko Court near
Pandan Valley where she lived. We would meet up for
walks, ice-cream, concerts, museum visits, and for makan.
Then when she came to ISEAS Library on a short term
contract, we were lunch partners on most of the days.

Yolanda loved to travel and was a great traveling
companion. When she heard that I was planning a trip to
Kerala, she was like a kid clamouring for ice-cream — “I
wanna, [ wanna”. So, we included her and elected her Kitty
Keeper to take care of the group’s finances and accounts.
She was a fun traveler to be with, very enthusiastic about
almost everything — food, sights, shows, even massages.
The highlight of our trip was the boat ride on the
backwaters. We had two 2-bedroom boats and six crew
amongst us. We all declared that this was the way to retire,
sailing up and down in the backwaters on the houseboats

Although [ met her only occasionally at LAS functions, I
appreciated her more after I joined the SEAMEO RELC
Library three years after she retired. She had left behind a
legacy of a library with a good collection and a team of well-
trained staff — staff who work conscientiously on their own
without a need for someone to prod them, providing helpful
and friendly service to all users. Even now, the library staff
continue to receive compliments from all levels of users —
staff, students and external members of the library. The team
spirit is also strong among the staff, and it makes working
with them a pleasure. My respect for Miss Yolanda Beh is
immeasurable, and I wished that she could have lived longer.
—Kim Lian

and just living the idyllic life. Yolanda immediately
booked Sarath, the most handsome and tallest crew man
on board, to serve her hand and foot in this dream world
— again, a point of endless teasing.

Yolanda’s sudden passing shocked me and I still cannot
get over it. [ have to let her spirit go but will retain the
memories of all the happy times we had together.

Linda Yip

Yolanda with Sharon on the kettuvalam in Kerala, 2008
Photo courtesy of Ch’ng Kim See
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Miss Beh, as she preferred to be addressed this way at work,
was my boss for 9 years during my time in Regional Language
Centre Library and Information Centre. She was strict,
detailed-conscious and a keen supervisor in my initial years. I
found myself rather fearful to speak to her, as she would
correct my grammatical mistakes or diction errors. It was
common to have many drafts for a piece of written work, as I
would see reds of punctuation, typo, sentence structure, and
spacing remarks. However, it had proven to be a worthwhile
training period for me. She had taught me to acquire this
attitude of always looking for improvement to existing work
procedures, receiving feedback from colleagues, and users
before updating procedural manuals, policies, or guidelines,
taking notes for follow-up action with vendors.

Despite being demanding, she was a very considerate boss,
she always remembered our birthdays. Each one of us would
receive a beautiful birthday cake from her and be given time
to enjoy our little party in a work corner. It was also a ritual
that we would receive a specially-wrapped gift from her at
Christmas time.

Ng Chen Wee

[ first met Yolanda when she joined the University of Malaya
(MU) Library in 1966 as a Library Assistant. She left in 1968
to head the RELC Library while I was overseas on sabbatical.
She worked under me as a cataloguer, and was very good at
her work. I came to know her better after I moved to
Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) as University Librarian.
During that period, we used to visit each other regularly, and
always found time to have a meal together. She was highly
regarded by her peers and colleagues, her library staff and
the professional RELC staff. I was always impressed by her
management style, and her ability to build an excellent
library service with relatively limited resources.

I regret very much not keeping in close touch with her after I
left Malaysia for Australia to take up the University Librarian
position at Monash University. She will be sadly missed.

Edward Lim in Australia

[ first came to know Yolanda when I was an undergraduate
at the University of Malaya, in Kuala Lumpur. She was
working as a Library Assistant then. She was always
quietly doing her work and spoke only when spoken to. I
admired her professional disposition and her willingness
to help students who were at a loss on how to find relevant
materials in the library.

When I joined the National Library in Singapore, [ was
surprised to meet her in one of the talks organised by the
LAS. I took courage and ventured up to her to say, “You are
Miss Yolanda Beh, aren’t you?” “Yes” she said and looked
up trying to figure out who was this friendly guy. “Nice of
you to come all the way from KL” I said. “No, [ am in
Singapore, at RELC” she replied.

That was in 1969, and it was the beginning of a friendship
that lasted until her death last year. Here in Singapore, she
emerged as a meticulous librarian who built the RELC
Library from scratch to an institution of distinction. She
became a regional figure and an expert on the subject areas
her library specialized in. She was a mentor to numerous
librarians and in a small but significant way taught me a
few finer points in librarianship and interpersonal
relationships. She commanded respect as she conducted
herself with the decorum of a professional not only in her
demeanor but also in her interaction with staff and friends.
She can be harsh to be kind. Once, when I had made an
appointment to see her but had to cancel it at the last
minute. She was upset and called me—without mincing
words—to say, “That is not the way to treat a friend!”

Fifteen days before she died, she called me to explore job
opportunities on behalf of her friend’s daughter. That was
her nature, always helping people even those whom she
did not know well. When she retired, we became closer.
She took on a part time job with NLB and her office was at
Geylang East Library where my office is. We used to run
into each other at coffee breaks or at lunch time. At each
occasion, we spoke about our jobs, common friends and
the fact that we were all growing old. What we never
touched on was the fact that life was too short and too
unpredictable. None of us, and she least of all, would have
predicted that her end was so imminent. Much as we all
miss Yolanda, we should take consolation in the words of
an eminent poet, “Why should man lament the state he
should envy?”

R. Ramachandran
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It is not easy for a person to penetrate Yolanda’s seemingly
cold and proper work exterior to see the truly gentle and
kind person she was inside. [ was no exception, and it took
me a good while to understand the beauty within her—in fact
almost thirty years. Our acquaintance started from 1972, we
were colleagues at RELC for many years and then friends
until the end of her life.

I remember Yolanda in her younger days—a gorgeous beauty
with large expressive eyes which could freeze a user when
she censured them for some breach of good behaviour or
library etiquette. Meticulous, disciplined and organised in her
work, she had an eye for detail and a memory that could not
be faulted. Yolanda remembered dates, names, faces, past
library offenders and their misdemeanours, rules and policies
without effort. The combination of faultless memory and
flashing eyes made her an awesome figure to those who used
the RELC Library.

It was no wonder that under her charge, RELC Library
became the best library in language and linguistics with well-
stocked and up-to-date materials, drawing from all over the
world, researchers and scholars who chose to spend their
sabbatical at RELC to carry out research on Southeast Asian
linguistics and TESL. RELC became a highly-regarded centre
for applied linguistics and language learning in the 1970s and
1980s. Yolanda, by creating the magnificent collection of
books and materials, was responsible in as much as the RELC
Director, Mrs Tai Yu Lin, and the language specialists for
developing RELC into an institution known for its excellent
library resources, training programmes and language
conferences for key language personnel within the region.

Our friendship grew slowly—perhaps we became familiar
with each other’s ways and foibles over the years. It is
strange how common misfortune throws unlikely people
together. In 1985, when the winds of change gave RELC a
new administration, both of us shared a common
understanding as to which policies would be detrimental and
which would be workable for our institution. Our bond of
friendship further deepened when both of us lost our loved
ones almost about the same time and experienced
bereavement that was too deep for words. Yolanda travelled
all the way to the church in Katong to attend my husband’s
anniversary Mass, sitting quietly by herself at the back.

After our retirement from full-time employment, we would
meet for lunch now and then, especially near our birthdays.

Susan: “Hello, Yolanda?”

Yolanda: “Do | know you?”

Susan: “No, I’'m calling for the first time.”
Yolanda: “Please call me Miss Beh then.”

This was my first encounter with Miss Yolanda Beh. She
respected every single person she dealt with and
demanded the same in return. She was prim and
proper professionally, but a very warm, caring and
loving person underneath. She was always grateful for
anything you do for her, no matter how small a
favour. She would return the favour with gifts and her
own kind thoughts, always ever so gently and subtly.
She was also very polite to a ‘T’ even among close
friends. | remembered we were at a gathering held at
a buffet dinner café. The other party was late and
had called to ask us to go and get our food first. She
was extremely hungry, yet she said it was not nice to
eat before they came. Despite waiting for close to an
hour, she uttered no words of unhappiness, and in
fact was extremely pleased when the other party
arrived safely.

She led a simple lifestyle, thrifty to herself but generous
to others. That is the way, | will always remember Miss
Yolanda Beh, a professional librarian with a generous
and caring heart. Rest in peace.

Susan Low

The last time [ saw Yolanda was in the upstairs room of the
home of our former boss, Mrs Tai Yu Lin, on the occasion of
her birthday. It was also the day Yolanda was to leave for
her Holy Land tour. After the birthday song, using my
mobile phone, | had snapped a quick picture of Yolanda
standing serenely happy behind the birthday cake she had
specially bought for the occasion. Both of us had been
singing some old songs from a song sheet I happened to
have. Our little tea-party with a small group of friends
ended shortly after five o’clock. Yolanda was leaving for the
airport at eight o’clock to begin her Holy Land tour.

Yolanda and I planned to have lunch after her return but
that proved not to be. The news of Yolanda’s death came as
a great shock to all her friends. It was as though Yolanda
had chosen to remain in the Holy Land permanently. [
think of Yolanda smiling sweetly always, just like in her
last picture on my mobile phone. Dear Yolanda, may you be
in perfect peace and joy among the company of angels at
the Table of Plenty. Rosemary Khoo



Singapore Libraries Bulletin August 2011 § 7

I first met Yolanda in 1966 when I joined University of
Malaya Library, Kuala Lumpur just after graduating. Yolanda
was given the task of training me in the intricacies of
cataloguing. It was my good fortune to have Yolanda as my
cataloguing mentor and her guidance gave me a very firm
foundation in the Library of Congress Classification schedules
and cataloguing processes.

We hit it off from the very beginning and became firm
friends—a friendship that spanned more than four decades.
After Yolanda left for Singapore to take up the appointment
as Librarian at SEAMEO RELC, we continued to stay in touch.
We shared the same star sign and she never missed sending
me birthday wishes over the years. After I migrated to
Australia with my family, we continued our friendship. She
took every opportunity to catch up over a meal or coffee
whenever I stopped over in Singapore on my travels. We
have always enjoyed our get-togethers—animated
conversations punctuated with peals of laughter. When I
stopped over in Singapore last November, Kim See organised
a dinner at the Keppel Club. Little did I realise that that it
would be our last meal together with Yolanda.

Yolanda was a generous, kind and a loyal friend. I will miss
her.

Ho Chooi Hon

(NTH1L 1AL AR

From right to left: Yolanda Beh, Ho Chooi Hon,
husband Ho Yik Chee (standing) & Ch'ng Kim See at the
Peramakan Restaurant, Keppel Club on 18 Nov 2010

When I learnt of the passing away of Yolanda Celine
Beh from her obituary which appeared in 7he
Sunday Timeson 19 December 2010, I felt a deep
shock. The sudden news had been made more
poignant as I had met Yolanda earlier in last year at
a weekend afternoon concert at The Esplanade.

On 20 December 2010, I attended the Funeral Mass
at the Church of St Ignatius at King’s Road. Eulogies
were delivered by her immediate family members,
who recalled loving remembrances of her. I was also
met up with members of the team who traveled
with her at her last Israeli trip.

My acquaintance with Yolanda went back as early as
the seventies—if not earlier. She was among the
librarians from Singapore who attended CONSAL II
(Second Conference of Southeast Asian Librarians)
in the Philippines, 10-14 December 1973. A photo
of this group from Singapore was published on page
36 of Collective Memories: 50 Years of Librarianship
(a publication in commemoration of LAS/PPM
Golden Jubilee 1955-2005). We continued to meet
regularly at LAS functions, including regional library
conferences and international ones held in the
region. She had always been fully cognizant of
representing her institution.

Yolanda had been a strong and faithful supporter of
the LAS (Library Association of Singapore), being its
Vice-President 1976/77 and also serving on the
Editorial Board of Singapore Libraries.

We shall miss her presence and her winsome smile.
God bless her!

Daniel Chan Thye Seng
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[ find it hard to pen a few thoughts of my dear friend,
Yolanda, without getting all emotional. True, her sudden

"home call" was unexpected and shocked many of her friends

and family members. However, upon reflection, [ believe it is
what Yolanda herself would have preferred.

In life, Yolanda was "like an egg, hard on the outside but soft
inside" as her dear nephew so aptly described her in his
eulogy. Yolanda was a considerate, caring and loyal friend
who would fuss over her friends and loved ones. Yolanda
gave her friendship unconditionally. She was generous with
her time and money and never forgot the birthdays of
friends and family members. For as long as I can remember,
each year on my birthday, she would sing "Happy Birthday"
to me and end with her loving wishes of good health and
happy travel.

In 1968, Yolanda was asked by a Thai lecturer to trace my
whereabouts in Singapore. The Thai lecturer was a good
friend whom I met when studying at the University of
Washington in Seattle. It was the beginning of my 43-year
friendship with Yolanda.

Yolanda was a fantastic shopper. Whenever we travelled
together, she would find interesting native handicrafts,
ranging from bookmarks to hand-woven notepad covers, to
bring back for her friends. It was her way of supporting the
cottage industries and she could also not resist buying the
cheeses and the sweets. Once on a trip to Germany, we
stopped at the Swiss town of Zematt and Yolanda almost
bought up the entire shop's supply of Victorinox nail clippers
for her office staff. She believed in giving the best and cost
was not a concern.

Lim Bee Lum & Yolanda Beh in Mongolia

Yolanda was an adventurer at heart. She loved to visit
places seldom ventured by Singaporeans. We had a truly
memorable trip to Mongolia, three female librarians
accompanied by two males, exploring the steppes. We had a
Russian driver with an improvised Russian van who spoke
no English and an interpreter who spoke very little English.
Each night we were taken to a ger (traditional nomadic
dwelling with a fire place in the centre) next to a farm
house. We were given dinner by the farmer's wife. I would
call it bed and breakfast, Mongolian style.

I recall Yolanda being the only brave one to venture out into
the pitch dark night with a torch light to find the "loo". The
rest of us decided to do the needful at the back of the ger:

On this memorable trip, we covered over 2000 kilometres
and visited several historic sites and Lake Bakal. En route to
Singapore, we made a stopover in Beijing where we took a
local bus to the Great Wall of China. Yolanda showed her
stamina by joining the locals to walk all the way to the
highest section of the wall. As for me, [ was content to
watch with admiration at the swiftness with which she
reached the top and gave a victorious wave from above.

Yolanda was an excellent traveling companion—fun,
amiable, considerate and careful. We made over ten trips
together, the last one to Moscow and St Petersburg in
March 2010. We were supposed to go to Harbin in February
this year, but it was not meant to be and she made her own
final journey to a much better place than all the countries
that we had gone together.

Yolanda, you were an extraordinary person and a
wonderful friend. I thank God in my remembrance of you.

Lim Bee Lum
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Yolanda grows on you. She grew on me, and her memory is
embedded deeply in my psyche. I remember her gentle
manners, sweet voice, smiling face, her child-like giggles,
chuckles and infectious laughter. [ wake up every morning to
see, in my bathroom, the cloth elephant tissue case she
brought back from Chiangmai, and in the kitchen, the tea
towel she brought back from Turkey. And yes, the practical
gifts of boutique soaps, creams and hand sanitizers that she
picked up during her travels for her friends. She asked not to
be given presents but would never say no to food (cooked,
not raw!). She loved good food (including chocolates and
cakes), but couldn’t cook to save her life, and I used to pull
her leg about licking her spick and span kitchen counters and
floor! When not eating out, she made do with her beloved
wholemeal sandwiches and salad. She often spiced up her
sandwiches with balachon, a Burmese condiment of dried
shrimp, onion and garlic, made by Daw Hpyu Hpyu Gyan, wife
of U Myint Soe, part of her adopted Burmese family. [ was a
beneficiary too, for she often passed me some.

Last Meetings

We saw each other often, more frequently than I had realized.
Our last meeting was on 18 November 2010, when we
entertained fellow librarian Ho Chooi Hon and husband Ho
Yik Chee visiting from Melbourne at the Peramakan
Restaurant which served her favourite Nyonya dishes. Linda
Yip, formerly with ISEAS, treated us to a belated birthday
dinner on 5 October 2010. On 15 September 2010, we
celebrated our September birthdays together (a practice she
started) at a new Nyonya restaurant.

Early Days

We first met some 38 years ago! It was followed by meeting
mostly at library conferences—she from Singapore and me
from Kuala Lumpur. We kept in touch through the mail,
writing cards to each other. I would apprise her of the library
situation in Malaysia and she would respond empathetically
as we traded news. Our friendship grew when I relocated to
Singapore in the late 1980s—she was one of the first chief
librarians to whom I paid a courtesy call. Subsequently, we
saw each other at LAS and other meetings, and met for
lunches and dinners. It was not until the 1993 Jakarta
CONSAL that we became closer. | roomed with a library
colleague and we planned to stay on for an acquisitions field
trip. Yolanda was in dire straits. She had lost her hotel room,
but had arranged to see the Toraja in Sulawesi the next day,
and was to return to Jakarta two days later. Since we were to

stay for another week, I offered to share our huge king-size
bed. Imagine the girly giggly time we had.

Opening Up

It was a pleasant surprise to see her open up. She was
casual, easy going, humorous and prone to hearty laughter.
We exchanged hilarious stories about the loves of our lives.
We went shopping over the weekend, and I teased her
when her tongue slipped asking to see the batik’s kelapa
(coconut), instead of kepala (head), at the batik shop.

Yolanda never forgot a good deed. Soon after, she invited
me home many times to sumptuous meals of curries
cooked, not by Yolanda but a friend. I was privileged to
have been included in her circle of intimate friends. A
personal loss in 1995 left a huge void in her life, but she
picked herself up, renewed her friendships, hobbies and
travels, of the latter literally right to the end of her days.
She became more spiritual. Almost every morning around
5:30, she walked several kilometres to the Church of St.
Ignatius, and then back via the Botanic Gardens. She
volunteered for church work and other charities. In 2005,
she and a church friend accompanied an SIA planeload of
goodies to Sri Lanka and helped to distribute them to
survivors of the 26 December 2004 tsunami.

Life Post-Retirement

After she retired on 6 September 2002, we spent more
time together. She would inform me of the arts scene, and
bought tickets to those that we wanted to go. We either
started off with an early meal or ended with a late dinner.
There were the many walks: along the canal in Ghim Moh,
by the river bank in Clementi/Sunset way, in Labrador
Park, from Hort Park to Henderson Waves Bridge. One day
we walked late into the night and missed our Penang char
kueh teow stall at ABC Brickworks by half an hour! Once,
after a LAS outing to Pulau Ubin, we returned by bus and
seven of us on board the SBS bus were thrown about by the
reckless driver. [ wrote a complaint to SBS about the
‘wreckless’ driver—an error that made us quits for
malapropisms, much to Yolanda’s delight!

The last holiday we spent together was an eight-day trip to
Kerala with six others in 2008—it was one of the best
holidays I had ever had. Everyone was agreeable, had
similar tastes in food and culture, and even ayurvedic
massage!
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Cont’d ... The Real Yolanda

We played gin rummy at every opportunity. It was Yolanda’s
introduction to the game, and we saw a ‘new’ facet of her. Her
competitive spirit, together with beginner’s luck, won her
many games—much to our childish dismay! Each time she
won, she stood up and shrieked with joy. We screamed back
in disbelief. In the middle of one night, we made this raucous
cacophony in our kettuvalam (houseboat) moored by the
side of the lake. The next night we were banished to the
centre of the lake as we had disturbed other boats moored
alongside! We played two more games at the airport prior to
boarding the return flight to Singapore. Again Yolanda won,
and we repeated the usual deafening din! We nearly missed
the plane, but the staff found us quickly, guided by our
guffaws.

Of Passion and a Zest for Life

Yolanda had an incredible passion and a zest for life, always
curious and game to try anything. Let me share this email of
18 July 2010 she wrote after we hit the town in the middle of
the night for the Night Festival:

Sunday, July 18, 2010, 12:38 AM

Dear Kim See

Thank you very much for an enjoyable time with you on
Friday evening. You kindly dropped me home about 1.30
a.m. and | finally turned in about 4 a.m. after a shower,
some newspaper reading, this, that and the other. Now,
would you believe it? | slept till 2 p.m.!! It helped that it was
cool and darkish. | heard the rain falling and thought of
checking the time every now and again but decided to
indulge myself. | must have over-done my morning walk
and then [our] walk to the Henderson Waves and the
standing at the Night Festival all combined to make me
create a sleep record for myself. The strange thing is that |
didn’t feel tired at all after the evening’s activities which |
was really pleased to have done with you, thanks to you
for being so game. How about you? | presume you arrived
home safely. Did you also sleep in?

Love, Yolanda

That was Yoland’s endearing style—a note of thanks by email
or phone to her host after a treat.

Yolanda was interested in her environment, the world
around her, especially what her friends did, and expressed
her opinion freely. In one animated and intimate discussion,
we found how much our values converged (perhaps partly
because of both being Nyonyas of Chinese Peranakan culture
from Penang) and that we had so much in common.

Once a Librarian, Always a Librarian

In 2005, Yolanda returned to professional work when I
desperately needed an experienced cataloguer to create
metadata for our multimedia collection. At that time,

metadata was just being studied and tested for adoption in
Singapore libraries. Yolanda had a good go at the project
and established formats for us, including writing a formal
report on her experience and recommendations. She was a
perfectionist, meticulous, with high standards in
cataloguing. Her professionalism was unsurpassed. Her
spoken and written English were impeccable—she was like
a walking dictionary, but was always polite and well-
meaning when pointing out errors. Yolanda felt at home in
ISEAS Library, easily making friends with staff who
respected and liked her; she frequently distributed
chocolates, cakes and sweets.

Earlier, in August 2002, Yolanda presented the ISEAS
Library with a large beautiful Burmese kalaga
(embroidery) of a Naga (dragon) motif. It is hung
prominently in the Reference room. This artwork was
given to her by her Burmese friend U Myint Soe, head of
her adopted family.

Elegance, Humility and Humanity

The petite Yolanda was immaculate in her dressing, taking
pains to coordinate her colourful, but simple attire. She
liked red, especially scarlet, which went well with her
enviable flawless tanned complexion and radiant platinum
hair. She gave up dying her hair after she became allergic
to a chemical that bloated her whole head and face, “like a
cabbage patch doll,” she told me. She was faithful to
decorum, courtesy and politeness and could be formal
when the occasion demanded it. She was a good judge of
character. She brooked no nonsense, had integrity and the
courage of her convictions. She was honest and sincere.
Above all, she was thoughtful, considerate, compassionate
and generous. She always responded to appeals for help,
and would ask me if I could assist when she was not able
to. She was a loyal and supportive friend. I was deeply
touched when she put my name forward as Singapore’s
nominee for the Southeast Asian Outstanding Librarian
award in 2001, and she was visibly disappointed when it
went to the Philippines nominee. She wanted to object, that
the judges had made a mistake, but I convinced her that it
was not meant to be, invoking my Buddhist rationale,
which was, not surprisingly, accepted by this devout
Catholic!

That was Yolanda, the apparently prim and proper, no
nonsense Miss Beh who brought light, joy and laughter into
my life. I was hugely fortunate to have been her friend. She
was the epitome of an extraordinary person who loved
unconditionally. I miss her, dearly.

Ch’ng Kim See
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I have known Yolanda for many
years in the library circle but only
got to know her better when we
both started working part-time at
the National Library after our
retirement.

In 2006, our office was at the
Geylang East Branch Library. Chay
Hong, Chen Wee and me usually
went out for lunch. Yolanda
preferred lunching in on her own
sandwiches but sometimes joined
us for lunch at the nearby hawker
centre. Walking with our umbrellas
to keep out the hot afternoon sun,
one of our colleagues nicknamed
us the “Umbrella Brigade”. Her
favorite stall was Penang Delight
for Penang laksa, Hokkien mee or
fried kwayteow. Sometimes we
would venture further to Sims
Place Hawker Centre for Malay

All too suddenly, you left us.
Your life is a gift from God and I
am blessed that He brought
you into my life .... sharing
friendship and faith created a
special connection between us.
You were a devout Roman
Catholic, one who attended
Mass daily, even when on
holidays. When we shared a
room at Hotel Schwarzwalder
Hof in Freiburg, 2000, I
remember that you woke up
very early each morning,
attended mass at the Munster,
came back and greeted me with
a cheerful “Good Morning.”

I will always remember your
beautiful smile, your laughter,
your sense of humour. You
were a caring and kind friend.

food and tapioca cake, another
of her favourites.

Yolanda was a meticulous
worker and she willingly
shared her work experiences
and knowledge. She was also
always ready to help and to
advise whenever we asked. It
was a great pleasure working
with her and I learnt a lot from
her.

I also had the pleasure of her
company on various occasions
such as attendance at shows,
taking part in organised walks,
visits to exhibitions or Hari
Raya food fair, dinner
gatherings with friends and a
trip to Kerala. Where ever we
went, | was struck by her great
enthusiasm and keen interests

You, Bee and I had such fun
celebrating our birthdays each
year, the most memorable one
at Zermatt, when we enjoyed
fondue and was entertained by
the Swiss Folk singers ...
yodelling to you and Bee!!

Yolanda, you have climbed
many mountains and Praise the
Lord that he enabled you to
climb the last mountain and the
most special one, Mt Sinai. You
must have had an awesome
time, encountering the Lord
there.

While we miss you, we take
comfort in knowing that you
are safe in the arms of Jesus in
eternal glory.

Margie Teo Koon Neo

in all the activities. She is
also very punctual and ever
so considerate and caring
for friends. We enjoyed our
trip to Kerala very much
and I was especially
touched by her warmth,
care and concern for me,
her roommate.

I am blessed to have had a
dear friend like Yolanda as
she is one who treasures all
her friends and was always
happy when spending time
with them. [ will never
forget her warm smile and
expression of delight and
profuse thanks when I gave
her a small jar of
homemade “achar” or
pickled vegetables for
Chinese New Year.

Lau Siew Kheng

“Life is but a stopping place,

A pause in what's to be,

A resting place along the road,

to sweet eternity.

We all have different journeys,
Different paths along the way,
We all were meant to learn some
things,

but never meant to stay...

Our destination is a place,

Far greater than we know.

For some the journey's quicker,
For some the journey's slow.

And when the journey finally ends,
We'll claim a great reward,

And find an everlasting peace,
Together with the lord”

Author unknown

Prim and proper with a
serious demeanor, Yolanda
nevertheless had a heart of
gold. She loved to buy little
gifts of chocolates and cookies
for her fellow colleagues when
we were working as part-time
specialists at the NLB Digital
Library Services Division
located at the Geylang East
Branch Library. She would
smile sweetly and say “thank
you” in a very appreciative
voice whenever we
reciprocated her kindness
with little gifts of our own,
such as tiny pieces of fresh
fruits or some healthy snacks.
A very gracious person, she
would be missed by her fellow
librarians. — Foo Chay Hong

I got to know Yolanda well
after we shared a room at an
IFLA Conference in Manila in
the early 80s. She was
reserved, not an easy person
to get to know but once you
became her friend, she was
really, really nice, fun to be
with and to share meals with.

I was part of the "Auntie
Brigade" at NLB's Digital
Library Services (DLS)
together with her and knew
her professionally as well. I
left DLS earlier than Yolanda
but had the privilege of
working with her for several
years. A devout Catholic, she
walked almost every day to St.
Ignatius Church, before
continuing on her long
journey to work.

Her passing was a big shock
and I am still trying to come to
terms with her death. We, her
friends, miss her but know she
is in a better place forever.
Goodbye, Yolanda.

— Quah Swee Lan
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The name Yolanda is
derived “From the
medieval French name
Yolande, which was
possibly a form of the
name Violante, which
was itself a derivative of
Latin viola "violet".
Alternatively it could be
of Germanic [or Greek]
origin”. It was popular in
the 1940s.
http://www.behindthena
me.com/name/yolanda.

Born: 6 September 1940, Rangoon, Burma
Father: Beh Teik Jin

Mother: Dorothy Mary Ong

Sisters: Theodora Caroline, Pauline Patricia,

Jacqueline Marie, Imelda Marin

Brothers: Bernard Andrew, Ronald
Joachim, Walter Philip

1962-63: Librarian, ~o<
Geological Survey of ““
Malaysia “

Ao

1965-66: Librarian,
Brooklyn Public Library,
New York

Education:

1962: Bachelor of Arts
(Hons), University of
Malaya, Singapore

1964: Master of Arts,
Indiana University, USA

Interests and Hobbies:
Church work, charity work,
reading, traveling, speed
walking, fine arts,
attending concerts, plays,
operas, museums

1966-68: Library Assistant
[Professional], University of
Malaya Library, Kuala Lumpur

1968-2002: Foundation
Librarian, Regional Language
Centre (RELC), Singapore

Sources: Edward Lim, Ho Chooi Hon,
Lim Kim Lian, Ch’ng Kim See, Sunday
Times, 19 December 2010: 37
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