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By Tie Hee Hee

Singapore is known as a modern city with new 
buildings appearing in our landscape every year. 
But we also have many old buildings that tell 
our history and embody our heritage. The Urban 
Redevelopment Authority (URA) takes care of 
these historic buildings by conserving them, 
ensuring that these important markers of our  
past will still be around in the future. 

In 2014, the URA announced a new list of 75 
buildings that have been earmarked for conservation. 
On the list are warehouses by the Singapore River, 
mosques, Chinese and Indian temples, hospitals,  
a market, a library and an air force base. This brings 
the total number of conserved buildings to 7183!

This book will give you a bird’s eye view of these 
75 buildings. It is a bird’s eye view because our 
guide is Billie, an Oriental Pied Hornbill, or OPH 
for short.

Billie is a sensible and mature OPH. He knows that 
he will end up in HOPH (the Heaven of Oriental Pied 
Hornbills) if he is overly ambitious and covers all 75 
buildings at one shot. 

75 Historic Buildings in Singapore

Hi! My 
name is 
Billie!

In Group 1, which he calls the Alexandra 
Group, the buildings are: Alexandra 

Hospital; 394 Alexandra Rd; Ban Siew San 
Temple; Koon Seng Ting Temple; Tang Gah 
Beo; and the Singapore Improvement Trust 

(SIT) flats at Kampong Silat.

Alexandra Group

1

Group 4, the Serangoon Group, consists 
of temples in Serangoon Road, Paya 

Lebar and Changi, as well as the Angullia 
Mosque, the Wak Tanjong Mosque and the 

former Chee Kong Tong Entrance Gate.

serangoon Group

4

Group 5 is the Moulmein Group and it 
includes 142 Moulmein Rd, 144 Moulmein 
Rd, Kiew Lee Tong Temple and the former 
Royal Air Force (RAF) air base at Seletar.

Seletar and Moulmein

5

In Group 2, which Billie says is the 
Queenstown Group, we have the 

Queenstown Public Library; the former 
Commonwealth Avenue Wet Market; the 
former Institute of Health and the former 

St. Matthew’s Church & Kindergarten.

Queenstown Group

2

In Group 3, which is called the Istana 
Group, we will be visiting the warehouses 

on 9 Jiak Kim Street and the Istana.

Along the river

3

The HOPH became very full in the 1800s when 
the OPH species seemed to have become extinct 
in Singapore. Thankfully in 1994 a pair of OPH 
was sighted on Pulau Ubin and after that, through 
efforts made by nature-loving individuals and 
organisations, the OPH population grew and grew. 

Billie has organised the 75 buildings into five 
different groups according to their locations. You 
can start with any group, but once you start on a 
tour, make sure you pay close attention to Billie’s 
nuggets of information and follow his lead to the 
end. What’s the point in starting anything unless you 
finish it properly? These tours are not for quitters!

Billie says that now we should look at the 
buildings in the five groups:
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SIT Flats at
Kampong Silat

Tang Gah Beo

Ban Siew San
Temple

KOON SENG TING
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Alexandra Hospital
Alexandra Hospital was built in 1938 as a military hospital. 
It was named after Queen Alexandra and also known as 
the British Military Hospital. As one of the British Empire’s 
fortresses, many soldiers were based in Singapore before 
and after the Second World War. When the Japanese army 
invaded us in 1942, they massacred 200 hospital staff and 
patients. After the war ended in 1945 this hospital played an 
important role during the Malayan Emergency in the 1940s 
and 1950s when Singapore faced the threat of Communism. 
During the Indonesian Confrontation from 1962 to 1965 the 
hospital again played a key role. As you can tell by now, it is a 
historically important place. 

The architecture is also a silent witness to our colonial 
history. Singapore was once a British colony and the hospital 
was built during that time. Its architecture is a hybrid of 
British design and what works for comfortable living in the 
tropics. The climate in the UK is very different from what we 
have here. They have four seasons, which would have made 
it impractical to build a hospital with corridors. In Singapore 
we don’t have four seasons and our weather is often hot 
and humid, so it makes perfect sense to have well-ventilated 
spaces by building corridors, high ceilings and large windows. 

394 Alexandra Rd
This building was formerly used as a family home for a high-
ranking member of staff at the former Federated Malayan 
States Railway, possibly the railway superintendent. The exact 
date the house was built is not known, but the influence 
of the Arts & Crafts Movement, which dates from the late 
nineteenth century to the early twentieth century, is clear. 

Do you see that this house has a simple and elegant design? 
There is something quite charming in the use of different 
materials in the front façade. Brickwork accentuates the main 
entrance and the timber-framed windows contain small  
panels of glass in various sizes.  
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Koon Seng 
Ting Temple

Tang Gah Beo

The temple was built halfway up a 
hill. It has perfect feng shui as it is 
situated on higher ground and looks 
out at the sea. It became known as 
a place of refuge for infant girls who 
were either orphaned or abandoned by 
their parents. Traditionally the Chinese 
favour boys. But this is not the reason 
it has been chosen for conservation. 

The temple has special architectural 
features that reveal its unique 
Singaporean heritage. It was founded 
by the Teochew, but the architectural 
style comes from a different Chinese 
province, the Hokkien province, and 
there are many nineteenth-century 
European influences. The timber 
windows and the terraces on the 
second storey remind me of the 
villas back in Hokkien province in 
China that also combine Chinese 
architecture with European features. 
The most obvious examples of 
European stylistic influence are in 
the patterned floor and wall tiles. In 
traditional Chinese temples the floors 
are usually in plain colours.

This is the only temple in Singapore dedicated to the 
Emperor of the Eastern Peak. For this reason, it has many 
devotees. The position of the temple on a hillside tells us that 
the location was carefully chosen: it meets the ideal criteria of 
being on elevated ground and facing the sea.

The building is of course very old; it was built in 1908. But 
also important are the hybrid elements in its architecture. 
This is very clear from the roof. I can see much clearer than 
you because I can fly up here and take a good look. The 
ends of the roof ridges of the gate-house and halls are a 
unique combination of the Teochew “Curling Grass” and the 
Hokkien “Swallow’s Tail” designs. 

Ban Siew San Temple 
This Buddhist temple was built by a Hainanese priest in 
1880. The Cantonese call it Koon Yam Tong. There are very 
few Hainanese temples in Singapore and this is one of them. 
The temple was built according to Teochew architectural 
conventions. You can see this in the wall decorations and the 
timber construction. 

Teochew is a different part of China from Hainan. This 
intermingling of influences from different parts of China tells 
you something about the interesting encounters between 
different groups of Chinese immigrants that was made 
possible after they all came and settled down in Singapore. 
There is another temple nearby that also shows this. But we 
will get there soon enough. 

Let me tell you something else that’s interesting about this 
temple. Look carefully at the flooring. You will find European 
tiles with geometric designs and they create the effect of 
carpets. Some of the tile patterns seen here are the only 
examples left in Singapore. This is why they are precious and 
must be carefully conserved. 

Singapore Improvement 
Trust (SIT) flats at 
Kampong Silat
Kampong Silat as an area derives its name after the nearby 
Singapore Straits. Before land reclamation, the road fronted 
the sea. The word “silat” may be derived from the Malay word 
for straits, which is “selat”.  

What you will notice is that the flats here look similar to the 
ones in Tiong Bahru. This is because they were built around 
the same time. They resulted from the same government 
initiative to provide public housing for our people. The 
organisation that took care of public housing back then 
was called the Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT). It is the 
precursor to the Housing Development Board (HDB). 

The Kampong Silat housing estate was built between 1948 
and 1952. Do you notice the curved concrete shades above 
the windows? 

These rounded forms are a trademark of the chief architect 
at SIT, Mr. S.C. Woolmer. They extend along the facades, 
allowing the windows to be open on rainy days, keeping the 
interiors shaded from the sun when the weather is hot and dry. 
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Queenstown is Singapore’s first planned satellite 
town. This is where many innovations in the 
planning of social services were made in the 
earliest phase of nation-building.

Queenstown 
Public Library

The library was opened on 30 April 1970 by our then  
Prime Minister Mr. Lee Kuan Yew. It was Singapore’s first 
Public Library branch. Before it opened, there was only 
the former National Library which stood at Stamford 
Road. Books were expensive when Singapore first gained 
independence and the library provided a conducive 
environment and easy access to books.

The former 
Commonwealth Avenue 
Wet Market
The former Commonwealth Avenue Wet Market/Food 
Centre was built in 1956. It is one of the first of its kind,  
a building to house both the wet market and hawker 
stalls. Today it is the only remaining market in Singapore 
built by the Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT). Do you 
notice the use of the honeycomb screen wall at ground 
level? It allows light and air to come through, keeping the 
whole place airy and bright. There is also an innovative 
design at the staircases: they have full height metal bars 
that provide security and a striking visual effect.  

the  
q u e e n s t ow n  G r o u p
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The former 
Institute of 
Health
To many locals who used the 
healthcare services in this building,  
it was known as the “White Building” 
due to its white coat of paint. The 
famous British architect firm Palmer 
and Turner who designed it had also 
designed other post-war buildings 
such as MacDonald House, the Bank 
of China building and the former NCO 
Club at Beach Road. The building, one 
of the few remaining significant public 
buildings of its time, was completed 
at a cost of $1.5 million; it was a gift 
from the British to Singapore.  
It opened in 1958. 

At the time of construction, it was 
one of the first truly Tropical Modern 
buildings in Singapore with its 
innovative “breathable facades” that 
allow for proper ventilation. It was 
also innovative in the use of courtyard 
gardens with tropical plants.  It was the 
first building in Singapore to feature 
angled fiberglass sunshades. 

The former St. 
Matthew’s Church & 
Kindergarten
The Former St. Matthew’s Church and Kindergarten 
buildings, located side-by-side at Neil Road, provide an 
interesting juxtaposition of architectural styles to enhance 
visual interest along the street. The 2 buildings, together with 
the adjacent former Fairfield Methodist School remain as 
important local identity markers in the area. 

The most striking feature of the St. Matthew’s Church is 
the innovative folded concrete roof which is shaped like a 
ship’s prow and draws the eye up toward the heavens. This 
roof at the point of construction was seen as a daring feat 
of civil engineering.

The key feature of the Kindergarten is the gable end wall, 
which presents a distinctive and inviting face to the Everton 
Road where it intersects with Neil Road. The entrance 
is accentuated by a concrete canopy resting on intricate 
ornamental corbels.
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The area known today as Robertson Quay was swampy in 
the earlier part of the nineteenth century, meaning it was 
water-logged. If you want to see what a swamp looks like,  
go to Sungei Buloh. Many of my bird friends hang out there. 
 
From the late nineteenth century to the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the turn of the century in short, land 
reclamation took place in this area and warehouses, or  
“go-downs” as they were known, could be built on the 
land. Singapore was a busy port with many bumboats 
transporting goods in and out via the Singapore River and 
the harbor. The goods that were unloaded were stored 
in the go-downs. By the early 1930s the area was built 
up with shophouses and go-downs. Merchants ran their 
businesses in the shophouses. The go-downs were used 
for storage. Rice, spices and dried foods were some of the 
goods found in the go-downs. 

The high volume of trade was no 
accident. Sir Stamford Raffles 
had come here because he was 
attracted by Singapore’s mid-way 
geographical position between 
India and China, which meant it 
was well-suited to be the centre of 
entrepot trade between these two 
countries. The sheltered waters of 
the Singapore River also made it an 
attractive harbour.

along  
t h e  r i v e r

A typical feature of the buildings in this area is the repetitive 
bays of arched openings on both storeys. These are framed 
by decorative architraves made of moulded plaster. On 
the second storey, notice how large the windows are! 
This is allow natural light to enter the building, and the 
windows have to be big because the space inside is deep 
and cavernous. Each of these buildings is 26 metres deep! 
That is slightly more than half the length of an Olympic-size 
swimming pool. The width is 12 metres, about 3 metres 
skinnier than a basketball court. Now you should have a 
sense of how large these two buildings are, right?  The large 
windows also allow the spaces inside to be well-ventilated.  
Of course this can only happen when the windows are open.

Can you tell from the pictures what these buildings are 
used for currently? Let me give you a clue. There have 
been many times when I was perched outside when it was 
very late, after half past ten, and I heard distinctly the 
sound of thunderous clapping.   

Nos. 19 & 20  
Merbau Road

Istana
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Warehouses
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No. 72–13 Mohammed 
Sultan Road

Nos. 17,  19 and 21 Jiak Kim Street

This building used to be a go-down. To the merchants  
in the old days it was known as the “Bank of China  
No. 3 Warehouse”. 

Like Nos. 19 and 20 Merbau Road, this building has 
repetitive bays of arched openings on the ground floor. 
See how large the windows are on this building too? This 
suggests that the space inside is gargantuan. Oh but there is 
an important difference between this building and the ones 
we just saw at Merbau Road. 

Nos. 41 & 42 Robertson Quay 
and No. 63 Caseen Street
Nos. 41 & 42 Robertson Quay don’t 
look like warehouses because of the 
feature on the second storey. The 
semi-circular fanlights and timber 
shutters give the impression that 
these are domestic buildings, like the 
shophouses in Amoy Street and other 
parts of the city centre. Each building is 
15 metres wide and 46 metres deep. 

What are these buildings used for now? 
Can you tell from the signs that have 
been put up on their joined facades?

This is easily the prettiest building in 
Robertson Quay! Look at the fanciful 
façade. Don’t you agree? What else 
catches your eye immediately? Do you 
see the numbers 1921? That was the 

These three single-storey buildings were built in 1919. Each 
building is about 15 metres wide and 34 metres deep. As you 
can tell from their size and their facades, they were go-downs 
used for storing goods.  

Unlike the other warehouses we have seen so far on our tour, 
they have galvanised iron sheet roofs. This detail reveals the 
influence of the Industrial Revolution that started in Europe 
from the middle of the nineteenth century.  

Another significant architectural feature would be the solid 
timber doors and windows that were constructed using the 
herring-bone pattern. 

Look at the timber windows upstairs. Do you see the 
shuttered panels? These are quite rare nowadays. In those 
early days, glass was considered a very costly building 
material, so these windows did not have glass panes. Electric 
fans were also not yet in use. 

This feature was used in many buildings to prevent the 
interiors from becoming hot and stuffy. It also allowed 
natural light in whilst providing privacy. The people inside 

could be in an airy and naturally bright space without fear 
of being spied on by pedestrians who looked up from across 
the road. 

On the ground level, the windows are also an interesting 
feature. They are very big and they have the original iron 
security bars. These were a security measure, to prevent 
people from breaking in and stealing the precious goods 
stored inside such go-downs. 

Also retained in this warehouse are the original floor 
timbers. There is also a very impressive-looking staircase, 
and it is very old! This is one of the two original timber 
staircases that would have seen countless coolies toiling 
up and down carrying heavy loads on their backs, wet with 
sweat. On one side of the stairway there is a “slide” made 
of timber. This feature helped the coolies by allowing them 
to slide the goods down, so that they did not have to solely 
bear the entire weight of those loads.

year the building was constructed. 
If you go up close, you will discover 
something else that is also very 
interesting. The designs on the festoons 
consist of motifs of Asian flowers 
and fruits such as the jambu and 
Chinese peach! The building gives the 
impression that it is inspired by neo-
classical European architecture, but the 
actual details are Asian in origin. Does 
this mixture of cross-cultural elements 
remind of you other buildings I have 
highlighted to you in the other tours? 
Aha! If you don’t know the answer to 
this question, I know you have been 
sleepwalking on my tours. And if you 
do, then reward yourself with a big fat 
fig, or better still, a juicy lizard. Yummy!
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This tour will take us through mosques, Indian 
and Chinese temples in Little India, around 
the “Big Road” (Jalan Besar) to Kallang  
and the eastern part. We start at the top  
of Serangoon Road in the Little India 
district. The area is also known 
as “tekka” or Kandang Kerbau 
which means “Buffalo shed”. 
Workers here were involved in 
cattle and dairy.

Sri VeeramaKaliamman

ANGUILLA MOSQUE

Started in 1835 as a small clay shrine, this is the oldest Hindu 
temple in the Kampong Kapoor area. It is dedicated to the 
Goddess Kali – the ‘Destroyer’ of Evil and served the Tamil 
community. In 1908, a statue of Kali was imported from 
India and included. Over time, other deities were added 
including Lord Ganesh. The temple was expanded gradually 
in stages. 

In 1983, an impressive four tier ‘Gopuram’ in the South 
Indian Tamil Nadu style was added at the entrance to the 
temple. Gopurams symbolize the desire to reach the heavens 
and divinity. Equally eye-catching are the temple walls 
painted with vertical stripes of red and white. This decorative 
scheme is common to Tamil Hindu temples.

Going a short distance to 265 Serangoon Road, we come to 
this mosque for the Indian Muslim community of Little India. 
Another benefactor, a Gujarati, Mohammed Salleh Esoof 
Anguilla built this mosque in 1890. He made his money 
as a trader and property investor. The original one storey 
gatehouse remains. The simple style also includes a terrace 
with a set of 8 free-standing tapered columns. This Islamic 
structure stands out in contrast to the grand gopurams of 
the Hindu temples in Little India.

the  
s e r a n g o o n  G r o u p
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Leong San See Temple
Parallel to Serangoon Road is Race Course Road so named  
because it runs along the old horse racing track. Here we 
find a Buddhist temple dedicated to Guan Yin (Goddess 
of Mercy). It has a stunning curved roof which caught my 
eye immediately. This is a typical Fujian style roof the ends 
of which appear like the tails of swallows. Another unusual 
feature is the “standing” panels (four) on the roof. They are 
profusely decorated with colourful carved figures. 

The construction was largely founded by Tan Boo Liat - 
the great grandson of Tan Tock Seng, the famous early 
philanthropist. It was finished in 1926.

The old CHEE KONG TONG  
We will now go the Jalan Besar district and stop at a Tibetan 
Buddhist temple named THEKCHEN CHOLING which 
in 2007 occupied this Buddhist shrine built in 1939. Our 
interest is in the entrance gate. The benefactor is believed 
to be a Shanghainese migrant who first had an altar at the 
entrance to the New World amusement park nearby.

The entrance gate is in the Art-Deco style popular in 
Singapore from the late 1920s to the early 1950s. The Jalan 
Besar area was built from the 20s and had many Art-Deco 
style buildings. Above the doorway is the name plaque of 
Chee Kong Tong carved in granite. On either sides of the 
doorway, a pair of Chinese couplets explain that the shrine 
was built to honour a great monk of the Southern Song 
dynasty who had travelled the oceans. We can now head to 
Kallang and eastwards.

Sri Vadapathira 
The next Hindu temple is at 555 Serangoon Road. Its 
distinctive feature is the prayer hall. The ceiling and interiors 
of the prayer hall are decorated with beautiful idols of 
various deities.

Although the temple was started in 1870, the present 
temple was developed by the trustees led by Govindasamy 

Chettiar. A leader of the Indian community, he was a pioneer 
in supplying workers to work in the port as stevedores, 
lightermen and on other jobs. He was the labour contractor 
to the Singapore Harbour Board which operated the thriving 
port. He not only donated to the development of the temple, 
he was active in its management.
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WAK TANJONG
About a hundred years ago, the Malay communities along 
the Kallang River basin were resettled to the Geylang Serai 
area. Public buildings such as mosques, madrassahs and 
markets were built for the community. 

This small, quaint mosque does not have any minaret. It 
was located next to the conserved Geylang Fire Station. In 
1937, it was rebuilt in brick and mortar and with modern 
non religious motifs of the time.

Sri Manmatha Temple
This is my favourite Hindu temple. It is not a grand 
building but decorated with fine figures of cows and 
priests by a sculptor from Chidambaram in South 
India, K. Kandasamy. It is commonly called the Kallang 
Gasworks Temple as it is next to the site of the former 
municipal gasworks in Kallang—from 1862 until it was 
demolished in 1998. 

A simple shrine was first built in 1888 to serve the 
gaswork workers, most of whom were Tamils. The central 
shrine to Lord Siva was built in 1900 but most of the 
present temple is the result of renovations carried out by 
two Pillay brothers between 1935 to 1937.

SIAN KENG TONG
Our last stop in the east is a temple built at the start 
of modern Singapore. It is called Hall of the Palace 
of Immortals) and built in 1965 by the ‘Ao’ Henghwa 
clan at 216 Changi Road. The temple was funded 
by donations from bus drivers, bus conductors and 
businessmen from the Henghwa clan which were active  
in the transport industry.  Not surprisingly, the site is 
close to a former bus depot!

This is also a ‘Made in Singapore’ Chinese temple—the 
first. No craftsmen from China were involved in the 
construction and this was a much talked about fact 
within the Chinese community at the time.

The highlight is at the entrance to the building. There are 
two granite columns that are carved into dragons. These 
curl around the column and appear almost alive. I looked 
at them from a distance and am pleased to be heading 
north to some green lungs of the island!
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Seletar Air Base was given to the Royal Air Force in 1923. 
The RAF used local labourers to clear the mangrove swamp 
and rubber trees. Land was reclaimed for the airfield and a 
site for flying boats to land. It’s too bad I never got to see 
these flying boats. RAF Seletar began operations in 1928. 

Seletar was the largest RAF station in the Far East and had 
the best landing ground. Before the first airport at Kallang 
in 1937, civilian flights also landed here. Many celebrities 
coming to Singapore came through Seletar. They included 
Charlie Chaplin and British playwright Noel Coward. He 
wrote Mad Dogs and Englishmen.
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When the British left in 1971, it was handed to the SAF 
and today, the airfield is used for private jets flying  
into Singapore.

This was the Station Headquarters  and during the Japanese 
Occupation It was used by the Imperial Japanese Navy Air 
Service. The building is a fine example of the Tropical Art 
Deco style favoured by the British in their colonies during the 
period between the two world wars. Other hornbills have 
seen similar buidlings in other parts of Asia.

In the buildings preserved at Seletar, there is also a 3 
storey  barracks and 30 plus tropical bungalows many of 
them in the “Black and White” style. They are unevenly 
spaced apart and this gives the area a feeling of the English 
countryside. And the streets have London names to make 
the British feel less homesick! I am lucky Singapore’s trees 
and flora make me feel at home.

Seletar Air Base

Why don’t we start from the old air 
force base in the northeast called 
Seletar? We can make our way down  
to Moulmein. 
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TAN TOCK SENG 
HOSPITAL buildings
The hospital was set up in 1844 by businessman and 
philanthropist Tan Tock Seng. It was the first privately-funded 
hospital in Singapore and was the second hospital after the 
public General Hospital started in 1821. TTSH was originally 
named ‘Pauper’s Hospital’. It was intended to serve labourers 
and coolies regardless of race and religion, who could not 
afford proper healthcare. 

Former Nurses’ Quarters 
at 107 Mandalay Road 

A very long 2-storey block built in reinforced concrete and 
brickwork in the early 1940s, this is a prominent building 
along Mandalay Road. 

Kiew Lee Tong
Now let’s fly south and stop briefly near the Lower Pierce 
Reservoir at KIEW LEE TONG (Abode of the Nine Carps). 
This is a Hokkien Taoist temple at 5 Jalan Tambur and faces 
Upper Thomson Road. Established in 1934 in Arab Street, 
the temple commemorate the nine He brothers. Legend has 
it that they ascended to heaven by on nine carps—hence 
the name! It moved in 1979 to Upper Thomson. A major 
renovation took place in 1997–98 and the result is a rare 
example of a new temple built in traditional Hokkien and 
Taiwanese style. Master craftsmen and materials were 
brought in from Taiwan.

 The wall structures are of exposed red-bricks while the 
roof is supported on a post and beam system that was put 
together without nails. This allowed buildings to be moved 
easily in old China! Another key feature is the use of richly 
carved granite panels. There is a pair of granite dragons at 
the main entrance. They sure caught my eye!

The Nine Carp temple is an important landmark for the 
Henghwa community and residents of Upper Thomson.
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142 and 144 MOULMEIN ROAD 

On the main Moulmein Road, there is a pair of buildings 
used by the Hospital. 

142 is another “black and white” bungalow. 144 was used 
at some time as a chapel for the staff. Today it is a centre for 
Tuberculosis control. This house sits on masonry to raise it 
above the ground – this protects the contents from flooding. 
The design also provides additional ventilation from below 
the floorboards! This follows from traditional South East 
Asian/Malay architecture. 

What is very striking is a pair of turrets at either side of the 
front of the building.  I have always wondered if this was a 
small castle! 

I hope you enjoyed the tours... 
Maybe you will see me and other 
HORNBILLS resting on a tree near 

some of the buildings!
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To find out more about other conservation buildings,  
visit us on-line at the Conservation Portal:
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