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DATUK DR LIM TEONG WAH
(1932-2016)

Datuk Dr Lim Teong Wah leaves behind an indelible mark 
on our nation’s medical and health landscape. Part of the 
select group that successfully led the transition from the 
colonial medical service, Datuk’s medical contributions 
parallel very much with the history and progress of the 
nation’s Institute for Medical Research, popularly known 
as the IMR. The IMR in those halcyon times earned an 
enviable reputation as a regionally and globally acclaimed 
center of excellence for tropical infectious diseases. 
 A Penangite, he was born in the “Pearl of the Orient” 
in 1932.  went to school there and duly earned himself a 

prestigious place in the British colony’s only medical school based in Singapore. He graduated from 
there with an MBBS  (Malaya) in the historical year of Malaya’s independence from colonialism, 
namely “Merdeka” year 1957. He made up his mind very quickly on graduation and joined the 
government service in the newly minted independent Persekutuan Tanah Melayu (Malaya) and 
straight away opted for a career in paraclinical medicine by committing himself to a future within 
the portals of the then already famous Institute for Medical Research in Kuala Lumpur.  He quickly 
received a government scholarship which saw him at the doors of Manchester University where 
he obtained the Diploma in Bacteriology (D.Bact) in 1963.  Shortly after, the Royal College of 
Pathologists UK obtained its charter and he was honored with the privilege of being inducted as 
a pre-exam era member (MRCPath). This was elevated to Fellowship (FRCPath) of the College 
in1974. In later years, to this was added the Fellowships of the Royal College of Pathologists of 
Australasia (FRCPA) and the Academy of Medicine of Malaysia.   
 His specific interest in virology saw him posted as senior virus research officer at the IMR in 
1965 and subsequently becoming the head of the virology research division. Concurrently he held 
the post of head of the vaccine production Unit. This included the setting up of a snake farm in 
Perlis to work towards the production of snake anti venin. In due course he was elevated to the posts 
of deputy director of the IMR in 1975 and then reaching the top post as the Institute’s 20th director 
in 1984,  a post he held till he retired from government service in 1988. Whilst primarily working 
on the viral diseases of the country and contributing to the elucidation of the epidemiology and 
characteristics of these diseases, he published over 50 papers in both local and international journals, 
some of which were the first ever reports on newly emerging viral infections in the country. This 
led to his recognition by national and international agencies as an authority on viral infections in 
the country, resulting in his making numerous presentations at various scientific conferences both 
at home, within the region and in WHO (Geneva). 
 From the virology perspective he was credited for initiating in the IMR the forward move from 
conventional virology into the era of rapid diagnosis which assured fast turnaround of test results, 
instead of the usual delayed waiting time ranging from days to weeks for viral culture tests and 
other conventional technologies.  He set up the ELISA test in plate format for Dengue specific IgM 
detection and for JE specific antibodies using Dengue viral antigens and JE viral antigens produced 
in suckling mouse brain in the IMR’s animal house. This setup in parallel with the gold standard 
Haemagglutination test formed the backbone of arbovirus disease notification and disease control 
activities undertaken by the Ministry of Health. This contribution of his is remarkable considering 
that at that time there were no commercial assays available for these arboviruses. He also initiated 
in the early 1980s, a very large epidemiology project to document Dengue exposure in the local 
population which increased with increasing age, varied with gender, occupation, location of housing, 
whether there were animal pets in the house, among numerous other factors. These facts became 
important for augmenting our knowledge of the disease and useful for planning control measures.
He had vision to forsee the need for new diagnostic tests for newly emerging diseases. He initiated 
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the detection for sexually transmitted Chlamydia trachomatis which is a fastidious bacteria that does 
not grow on conventional agar plates and therefore often missed in routine cultures for Sexually 
Transmitted Infections. A rapid shell vial tissue culture method for C.trachomatis was set up, 
followed by antigen detection by special stains, giving results within 2-3 days. He also mentored 
science and medical officers to take up Virology in the wake of a new disease scourge viz. HIV 
which began to appear in the 1980s and initiated the setting up of the HIV confirmation Laboratory 
in the IMR in the mid 1980s. 
 He also was credited for initiating the first search and detection for the presence of Korean 
Haemorrhagic Fever Virus (KHF) in both human and animals in Malaysia, documenting its importation 
into Penang port areas by rats brought in by ships from endemic countries. The IMR’s research on 
KHF revealed that port workers as well as rats trapped in these port areas had serological evidence of 
specific KHF antibodies. He sent a IMR personnel to Professor Ho Wang Lee’s Laboratory in Seoul, 
Korea to bring back the technology for KHF detection. His search for undetected/ missed clinical KHF 
disease in the population and research on archived blood samples led to a publication that brought 
awareness to clinicians to consider KHF in the differential diagnosis for suspected Leptospirosis 
cases, especially in special groups of workers such as in the shipping industry, the timber industry, 
saw-mills, paddy fields etc. He documented the observation that unlike in Leptospirosis, KHF could 
cause more severe liver affliction and shock, and that the local KHF virus strain that targeted the 
liver had a distinct nucleic acid sequence from the Seoul strain which targets the kidneys.
 He was the Programme Coordinator for snake anti-venom production and networked with the 
Commonwealth Serum Laboratory in Melbourne. He supervised anti venom production both at the 
Perlis Snake Farm which was set up under IMR control at that time, and at the Vaccine Production 
Unit in PJ. He initiated the clinical trials for the Viper and Cobra derived antivenins at the Kangar 
and Alor Setar hospitals. 
 He was also a key figure in the Institute’s contribution to the establishment and growth of the 
regional SEAMEO-TROPMED program which earned worldwide acclaim as a model for regional 
collaboration in fighting endemic tropical diseases. 
 On his retirement from government service in 1988, it was not surprising that he was grabbed 
by the WHO as he had already been closely allied with their programs regionally and globally.  His 
tenure at the WHO saw him in postings at the headquarters in Geneva as well as in New Delhi, 
where he became a familiar and well sought out figure in the South-East Asian Regional Office of 
the WHO.
 During all these years, he endeared himself to all he came in contact, with his knowledge, 
wisdom, humility and ever-ready penchant for sharing and mentoring. Equally appreciated was his 
eminently visible success at creating for himself the perfect “work-life balance”, well before the 
phrase became fashionable. Nobody could say that Teong Wah did not know when to work and when 
to play. Such balance saw him participate and many times take the helm not only in professional 
societies like the Malaysian Society of Pathologists (of which he was President for several terms from 
1977 to 1989) but also social clubs like the Royal Selangor and the Lions Club of Kuala Lumpur, 
both of which he presided over in his time. He was a bridge player of no mean repute either.  His 
record of being the oldest ever participant at the SEA games in Indonesia, barely four years ago, 
will, I am sure, never be outed. 
 Datuk Lim was at the head of a loving family. His wife, Joan Amy Adcock passed away a 
decade ago leaving him with two lovely daughters Michele Kythe Lim Beng Sze and Jacqueline 
Muriel Lim Beng Guat and four grandsons between them..
 His contributions to king and country did not go unnoticed as he was awarded the Johan Setia 
Makhota (JSM) by the His Majesty the Yang Dipertuan Agong in 1978 and the Darjah Setia Pangkuan 
Negeri (DSPN) by the Governor of Penang which carried the title “Datuk.”
 Teong Wah certainly epitomises the life truly well lived. 
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