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The Bukit Pasoh, Keong Saik and Duxton enclave 

Historically and architecturally rich, this conservation area that was once associated with 
vice, has experienced a renaissance and is now home to trendy bars, restaurants and hotels. 
 
With their rows of ornate transitional, late and art deco style shophouses dating from as far 
back as the 1900s, it’s no wonder Bukit Pasoh, Keong Saik and Duxton were at separate 
times awarded conservation status by the Urban Redevelopment Authority in the late 
1980s-90s. While these architectural gems are now home to trendy restaurants, bars and 
boutique hotels, the area’s rich history adds to its character and charm. 
 

Part of what used to be known as da po (大坡) or ‘greater town’, the area was wealthy and 
bustling. Many clan associations and prestigious social clubs sprung up here, and its 
members were pivotal to Singapore’s resistance efforts during World War II, through the 
raising of war support funds. The area was also associated with vice, and had a high 
concentration of brothels, gangs, as well as opium and gambling dens.  
 
Name and early history 
The names of the respective streets reflect the early history and ownership of the area. 

Bukit Pasoh Road was owned and named by an opium farmer, Tan Keng Hoon (陳慶雲). Its 
name is derived from the earthenware pots that residents used to store rice and water, 
since many such workshops were located in the area. These were known as ‘pasoh’ in 
Malay.  
 
Keong Saik Road was named after a Malacca-born businessman Tan Keong Saik for his 
contributions to the community. Co-founder of the Straits Steamship Company and a Justice 
of Peace, he owned several houses in the area. 
 
Duxton Hill used to be a 13-hectares nutmeg plantation with 1,800 trees. Its owner Dr J. 
William built two dwelling houses in the 19th century, one of which is Duxton House. Duxton 
Road and Duxton Hill are believed to be named after this house.  
 
Clubs and Associations 
Duxton Hill was popular with wealthy Straits Chinese families who chose to build beautiful 
houses and shophouses here. A great number of clan associations such as those for Gan Clan 
and Singapore Koh Clan, recreation organisations and clubs sprouted along Bukit Pasoh Road 
as well. 
 

Of these, the Ee Hoe Hean Club (怡和轩俱乐部), Singapore’s first Millionaire’s Club was 
most famous. Originally established by wealthy Chinese at Duxton Hill in 1895, it moved to 
43 Bukit Pasoh Road in 1925. Beyond offering wealthy businessmen a venue for socialising, 
the club was also a key driver for economic, social, cultural and political change in Singapore 
and China.  
 

It supported Sun Yat Sen’s (孙中山) revolution to overthrow the Qing dynasty in 1911, and 
served as a meeting place for Sun Yat Sen and his party when they visited Singapore. 
Between 1937 and 1942, during the Japanese occupation of China, it also became the 
headquarters of the anti-Japanese South Seas China Relief Fund Union. Its chairman, 
businessman and philanthropist Tan Kah Kee, was said to have moved into the club to 
organise these anti-Japanese activities. 
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During the Japanese occupation of Singapore, it was used as a club by the Japanese military. 
Ee Hoe Hean Club reclaimed the venue after the war, and continued with its charity work, 
raising funds for local Chinese hospitals, as well as the Nanyang University. In 1995, it was 
gazetted as a historical site and now features a 190-square-metre Pioneers’ Memorial Hall 
displaying a wax figure of Tan Kah Kee, as well as photographs, documents and multimedia 
in honour of its early Chinese community leaders. 
  

Another important clan association in the vicinity is the Chin Kang Huay Kuan (晋江会馆), 
from the Jinjiang county in the Fujian province of China. Founded in 1928 on 27 Bukit Pasoh 
Road, it was closely associated with the Ee Hoe Hean Club.  
 
This association was the headquarters of the Overseas Chinese Mobilisation Council in 1941, 
supplying volunteers for the war resistance. It also served as a bomb shelter during air raids. 
During the Japanese occupation, the occupiers turned it into a comfort house (a military 
brothel) as a form of retaliation. After the war, Chin Kang Huay Kuan continued to play an 
important role to support the Hokkien Chinese community and new immigrants. 
 
Religious Landmarks 
Two small but important religious sites are also located in the area. Built in 1928 at 13 Keong 

Saik Road, the 400-square-metre Cundhi Gong (準提宫) features Nanyang-style 
architecture, ornate floral tiles, exquisite wood carvings and Chinese paintings. Between 

1930s and 1970s, it was the site of worship for ma jies (妈姐) – domestic helpers from Shun 
Tak, Guangdong, China who took a vow of celibacy.  
 
The Sri Layan Sithi Vinayagar Temple is located down the street at 73 Keong Saik Road. Built 
in 1925, it features three Lord Vinayagar deities, also known as Ganesha in its main sanctum. 
Identified by his elephant head, Lord Vinayagar is worshipped as the remover of obstacles, 
and a patron of the arts and science.  
 
In August or September, the temple celebrates Vinayagar Chathurthi to commemorate his 
birth. Another one of the temple’s most important festivals is the Thaipusam festival, which 
usually takes place in January or February. A holy spear in the temple is taken in a silver 
chariot procession to Sri Thendayuthapani Temple and showered in milk by devotees.  
 
Hotbed For Vice 
Seedy establishments co-existed with these historical and religious sites. Keong Saik Road 
was an infamous red-light district. Before the 1950s, teahouses where women would play 
the Chinese lute and sing to entertain customers were rampant. However, after the Korean 
war, when rubber prices soared, wealthy customers began to pay for extra services, turning 
these teahouses into brothels.  
 
Rich businessmen were known to keep mistresses in the shophouses in Keong Saik and Bukit 
Pasoh Road. In fact, this was so common that Bukit Pasoh Road was nicknamed ‘second 
wives’ street.  
 
There was also a high concentration of opium and gambling dens in the area, particularly 
around Duxton Hill. Such activities attracted secret societies that would fight for turf, such as 

the Sio Loh Kuan (小老君) secret society, which operated on Keong Saik Road.  
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In fact, gang fights were so common that Tang Chew Fue, fourth-generation owner of Tong 
Ah Eating House recalled pulling customers into the shops and locking the metal shutters to 
keep them safe from violent clashes.  
 
Fights for turf even broke out among rickshaw pullers from the Hui’an county in the Fujian 
province of China, who were known to park along Duxton Hill. There were so many of these 
rickshaw pullers in the area that Duxton Hill was known as “jinricksha place”, as well as 
Kampong Ah Lai.  
 
Gentrification and conservation status 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Urban Redevelopment Authority began to clean up 
the area. The enclave was gazetted a conservation area and many of the shophouses were 
listed for sale. High-end businesses such as boutique hotels, cafes, bars, art galleries and co-
working offices displaced the brothels and gambling dens. 
 
Among these was the now defunct New Majestic Hotel at Bukit Pasoh. Other existing hotels 
include Hotel 1929 and the Regal Inn and Keong Saik Hotel at Keong Saik Road, and the 
newly opened Six Senses at Duxton, consisting of eight immaculately restored shophouses. 
 
The enclave now features an eclectic mix of luxury and quirky establishments, heritage 
brand and concepts stores. In 2017, Keong Saik Road was selected as one of the top ten 
destinations in Asia by Lonely Planet Magazine, and the area has since been enjoying a 
renaissance among the trendy crowd. 
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