
A cclaimed Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas cclaimed Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas 
described it a masterpiece of experimental described it a masterpiece of experimental 
architecture. Singaporeans were drawn to architecture. Singaporeans were drawn to 
it for its atmosphere and the abundance of it for its atmosphere and the abundance of 

cheap Thai food. For Thais living in Singapore, it cheap Thai food. For Thais living in Singapore, it 
was a home away from home. was a home away from home. 

Golden Mile Complex, also known as Little Golden Mile Complex, also known as Little 
Thailand, was sold in 2021 to a consortium which Thailand, was sold in 2021 to a consortium which 
will redevelop the building. As it has been gazetted will redevelop the building. As it has been gazetted 
as a conserved building by the Urban Redevelop-as a conserved building by the Urban Redevelop-
ment Authority, its physical structure is likely to be ment Authority, its physical structure is likely to be 
preserved. However, the same cannot be said for its preserved. However, the same cannot be said for its 
unique character. Its tenants  – a mix of inexpensive unique character. Its tenants  – a mix of inexpensive 
Thai eateries, seedy bars and tiny shops selling Thai Thai eateries, seedy bars and tiny shops selling Thai 
perishables – were given until May 2023 to move perishables – were given until May 2023 to move 
out. Now that they have dispersed, they are unlikely out. Now that they have dispersed, they are unlikely 
to return.to return.

As an era in the building’s history ends, it is As an era in the building’s history ends, it is 
timely to look back at its history, which goes back timely to look back at its history, which goes back 
five decades. five decades. 

GOLDEN MILE 
COMPLEX
Five Decades of an Five Decades of an 
Architectural IconArchitectural Icon
The collective sale and conservation of The collective sale and conservation of 
Golden Mile Complex will eventually restore Golden Mile Complex will eventually restore 
a visionary building to its former glory, but a visionary building to its former glory, but 
the process will also mean the loss of a the process will also mean the loss of a 
unique community that has developed there.unique community that has developed there. 
By Justin Zhuang

Justin Zhuang  is an observer of the designed world and its impact is an observer of the designed world and its impact 
on everyday life. He is the author of several books on architecture on everyday life. He is the author of several books on architecture 
and design in Singapore. His latest book (co-authored with Jiat-and design in Singapore. His latest book (co-authored with Jiat-
Hwee Chang) is Hwee Chang) is Everyday Modernism: Architecture & Society in Everyday Modernism: Architecture & Society in 
SingaporeSingapore (2023), the first comprehensive documentation of  (2023), the first comprehensive documentation of 
Singapore’s modern built environment through the lens of social Singapore’s modern built environment through the lens of social 
cultural and architectural histories.cultural and architectural histories.

Golden Mile Complex with its unique stepped terraced design as Golden Mile Complex with its unique stepped terraced design as 
seen from Nicoll Highway, 2022. The building next to it is Golden seen from Nicoll Highway, 2022. The building next to it is Golden 
Mile Tower. Mile Tower. Photo by Darren SohPhoto by Darren Soh..
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A concept sketch of a megastructure by the Singapore Planning and Urban Research 
Group (which included William Lim and the other designers of Golden Mile Complex) 
published in Asia Magazine in 1966. It resembles what Golden Mile Complex looks like 
(facing Beach Road). Image reproduced from Singapore Planning and Urban Research 
Group 1965–1967 (Singapore: Singapore Planning and Urban Research Group, 1968). 
4. (From National Library, Singapore, call no. RSING 307.1216095957 SIN). 

Building Golden Mile Complex

Officially opened on 28 January 1972, Golden Mile 
Complex was an urban renewal project by the govern-
ment to “redevelop and rejuvenate the slum-ridden 
areas in the Singapore city centre”.1 In the 1960s, the 
site was home to squatter settlements, small-time 
furniture and rattan makers, and the Kampong 
Glam Community Centre.2

In June 1967, then Minister for Law and National 
Development E.W. Barker announced that the area 
would be one of 14 urban redevelopment projects 
which would be transformed – resulting in modern 
skyscrapers, luxury apartments, hotels and shops – to 
give rise to a “new look Singapore”. These projects 
would involve the participation of private enterprises.3

Singapura Developments won the tender for the 
three-acre site that would eventually host Golden 
Mile Complex with a proposal for a building by the 
architecture firm Design Partnership (now known as 
DP Architects), which was then helmed by William 
S.W. Lim, Tay Kheng Soon and Koh Seow Chuan. 
The three men had convinced Singapura Develop-
ments to bid for the site in May 1969, offering the 
unusual proposition for a single building that would 
integrate shops, offices and apartments. Although 
the concept differed sharply from the government’s 
original proposal for luxury apartments on the 
plot, Lim, Tay and another architect, Gan Eng Oon, 
proved their design could work with an economic 

feasibility study that included precisely calculated 
land and sale prices.4

The all-in-one design of Golden Mile Complex 
marked a significant shift from how city planners in 
Singapore then traditionally segregated areas into dif-
ferent zones for “live, work, play”. In fact, it embodied 
Lim’s vision for “megastructures” that would contain 
all the functions of a city within a building, which he 
believed to be the future of Asian cities.

“We must reject outdated planning principles 
that seek to segregate man’s activities into arbitrary 
zones, no matter how attractive it may look in ordered 
squares on a land use map. We must reject arbitrary 
standards laid down that limit the intensive use of 
land,” said Lim and Tay as part of an essay for the 
Singapore Planning and Urban Research Group that 
was published in Asia Magazine in 1966.5 This vision 
was realised in Golden Mile Complex: a concrete 
megastructure that became one of the earliest mixed-
use developments in Singapore and Asia.6

In January 1970, Singapura Developments began 
marketing the property and declared that “The Golden 
Mile Race Is On”. All 64 apartments were snapped 
up within a month, and most of the offices and shops 
were sold by the time building works commenced 
in May 1970.7

The building was originally named Woh Hup 
Complex, after the parent company of Singapura 
Developments. Rising 16 storeys, the edifice was 
designed in the Brutalist style popular in Europe 
and North America from the 1950s to the 1970s.8 It 
was constructed in a stepped terraced design held up 
by two end pillars that each adorned a star logo by 
Singapore’s leading graphic designer William Lee.9 
Such a facade maximised waterfront views for the 64 
apartments and maisonette penthouses spread across 
the topmost seven floors. 

The next six floors housed 210 offices and studios 
to complete the tower that was seemingly pried apart 
in the middle. This sheltered a residential play deck 
facing Beach Road on the 10th storey while letting in 
natural light and ventilation into the office corridors 
and a three-storey podium. The latter comprised 360 
shops that sat atop a basement carpark for 550 vehicles. 

Completing the facilities was a four-storey resi-
dential car park at one end of the building that was 
topped with an open-air swimming pool overlooking 
the former Crawford Park. All these different func-
tions were connected by corridors, including a “street” 
that ran through the podium of shops. The result was 
an interiorised environment designed to “encourage 
human interaction and intensify public life”.10

A Hub of Modernity

Woh Hup Complex was part of a pioneering wave of 
shopping centres to open in Singapore in the early 
1970s, along with People’s Park Complex in China-
town and Tanglin Shopping Centre and Specialists’ 
Centre in the Orchard Road area. 

Redevelopment of the Beach Road area for projects such as the 
Golden Mile Complex, 1967. Source: The Straits Times © SPH Media 
Limited. Reprinted with permission.

Like many of the complexes built then, Woh 
Hup Complex was also a strata-titled development. 
This form of property ownership was introduced by 
the government in 1968 to allow individual owners 
to have a share of a land. It allowed property devel-
opers to quickly recoup their investment by tapping 
on a pool of buyers, and also enabled individuals 
to participate in the on-going modernisation of 
Singapore.11

Woh Hup Complex offered shop lots in vari-
ous sizes, starting from a 144-square-foot lot for 
just $16,500.12 The prices were lower compared to 
other shopping centres because the complex was at 
the city centre fringe. But its developer remained 
bullish about its prospects. “We offer easy parking, 
no frayed nerves while coming up here,” said T.M. 
Yong, a director at Singapura Developments. “Our 
shop owners will most probably be able to offer 
goods at lower prices.”13 The earliest tenants in 
the complex were an eclectic mix of shoe retailers, 
beauty salons, photo studios, furniture suppliers, 
travel agents, eateries, restaurants and nightclubs.14

As one of the first buildings to offer modern 
office spaces in Singapore, Woh Hup Complex 
attracted many businesses too. Singapura Develop-
ments and its parent company Woh Hup as well as 
Design Partnership set up offices in the building.15 
The complex also became known for its many 
architecture and engineering firms, including OD 
Architects who were conceiving the masterplan 
for the National University of Singapore’s Kent 
Ridge campus, Cardew and Rider Engineers who 
were working with Design Partnership on Marina 
Square, and several engineering firms involved in 
the construction of Singapore’s up-and-coming 
Mass Rapid Transit network.16

But a decade after the complex opened, there 
were complaints of interrupted water supply, faulty 
air-conditioning and lifts, leaking roofs, rotting ceil-
ing boards, rubbish piling up along the corridors, 
and broken or missing lights.17 These were reported 
after Woh Hup exited the property market and sold 
Singapura Developments along with its properties 
to City Developments in 1981.18 Woh Hup Complex 
was then renamed Golden Mile Complex.

The Rise of “Little Thailand”

By the mid-1980s, many of the building profession-
als had moved their offices elsewhere and Golden 
Mile Complex became better known as the haunt 
of foreign construction workers, specifically those 
from Thailand. 

After work, particularly on Sundays and public 
holidays, homesick Thai workers thronged Golden 
Mile Complex to drink Singha beer, catch up on 
news back home by reading Thai newspapers, and 
listen to Thai music on cassette tapes. The draw 
for most was the various eateries selling Thai food 
at reasonable prices on the ground floor. Not only 
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Koolhaas said: “These buildings were not intended to 
be landmarks but became landmarks. Yesterday, I went 
to see all the buildings again, and they are absolutely 
stunning, radical and amazing.”27

While Koolhaas and many in the architecture 
fraternity saw Golden Mile Complex as the future, most 
Singaporeans regarded it as a relic of the past. By the 
1990s, a slew of new shopping centres had sprung up 
near the complex, including Raffles City, Bugis Junc-
tion, Suntec City, Millenia Walk and Marina Square. 
Many felt Golden Mile Complex and other strata-title 
malls were simply no match for these single-owner 
developments that could plan a more attractive retail 
mix to woo shoppers.28 A 1996 article in the Straits Times 
assessed that Golden Mile Complex was unlikely to 
change because of its ownership structure and should 
simply “fill [the] low-end gap”.29 

The disconnect between Golden Mile Complex’s 
celebrated architecture and its decline came to a head in 
2006. During a parliamentary session on 6 March, then 
Nominated Member of Parliament Ivan Png called it a 
“vertical slum”. He was particularly irked by how each 
individual owner had added “extensions, zinc sheets, 
patched floors, glass, all without any regard for other 
owners and without any regard for national welfare”, 
resulting in “a terrible eyesore and a national disgrace”. 

“The appearance of Golden Mile Complex appals 
me whenever I drive along Nicoll Highway. It must create 
a terrible impression on foreign visitors arriving from the 
airport. How can we be a world-class city in a garden? 
The Golden Mile Complex is just the most extreme of 
how a strata-title property can deteriorate,” he said.30

This came just after Golden Mile Complex was 
featured in Singapore 1:1 – City, a publication showcasing 
significant architecture and urban design in the city-
state.31 “That’s a real joke!” said Png. “Can you imagine if 
that thing was standing on the Singapore River between 
OCBC Building and UOB Centre?” He added: “It just 
gives me goosebumps. It’s so close to the city, yet it’s so 
unlike Singapore – orderly, tidy, everything neat. It’ll 
drag us down.”32

Not everyone agreed with his criticism. Retiree 
Evelyn Ong, who moved into the complex in 2005, 
immediately booked her 11-storey apartment after seeing 
the breathtaking views. She said: “Once I stepped in and 
saw the view, I said book, book, must book.” She bought 
her 1,000-square-foot apartment for about $310,000, and 
spent about $70,000 on renovations to make it look like a 
holiday resort. “I think I’m very lucky. It’s so difficult to 
find such a nice view. Every day, I sit here (at my balcony) 
and I can see the beautiful lights at night.” She agreed that 
more could be done to spruce up the building though.33

The local architecture fraternity pushed back 
against Png’s comments. In August 2006, Calvin Low, a 
trained architect and journalist, kickstarted a monthly 
series on local architecture in the Straits Times and titled 
his first article “Golden Mile Still Shines”. 

“The architectural thesis that GMC [Golden Mile 
Complex] represented was revolutionary – not just 
for Singapore but globally, too. It stood as a concrete 

In 1986, the Straits Times reported that Golden 
Mile Complex “would be a ghost town but for the office 
workers, who appear at lunch time, and the Thais, who 
have made it their haunt”. Dorothy, a secretary working 
in an architecture firm in the complex, told the Straits 
Times: “Before the Thais started coming here about four 
years ago, the place was very dead. Now, it’s sometimes 
so noisy that you get a headache.” Because fights would 
occasionally break out, she was not a fan of the place. 
“For Thai food, I’d rather go to Joo Chiat,” she added.23 
Her sentiments were shared by many other Singapor-
eans who avoided Golden Mile Complex on Sundays. 

As one shopowner explained: “Our Sunday busi-
ness has been hit. Some customers stay away because of 
the Thai character of the place.” A food stall operator 
added: “The Thais linger for hours, drinking beer and 
eating their favourite beef noodles. Sometimes, they 
fight among themselves over a few drinks.”24

It did not help that migrant workers and the 
complex were often in the news for the wrong reasons. 
As part of the government’s massive crackdown on 
illegal migrants in March 1989, 370 suspected Thai 
undocumented workers at Golden Mile Complex were 
nabbed in a single operation.25

National Icon or National Disgrace?

In 1994, Rem Koolhaas visited Singapore and marvelled 
at its development in his seminal essay “Singapore 
Songlines”. He was particularly captivated by Golden 
Mile Complex and People’s Park Complex, which he 
praised as “‘masterpieces’ of experimental architecture/
urbanism”.26 On his next visit to Singapore in 2005, 

(Top) The many Thai eateries on the ground floor in Golden 
Mile Complex, 2023. Photo by Jimmy Yap.

(Above) A Thai shop selling flowers and other items for worship 
and prayers, 2023. Photo by Jimmy Yap.

(Below) Statue of Phra Phrom, or four-faced Brahma, outside 
Golden Mile Complex, 2023. In Thailand, the god is prayed 
to for good fortune and protection. This statue is mistakenly 
referred to as four-faced Buddha in Singapore. Photo by 
Jimmy Yap.

(Bottom) A shop selling Thai food items, 2023. Photo by 
Jimmy Yap.

The Thai community injected new life into 
what was then a rapidly ageing Golden Mile 
Complex, and attracted even more shops to 
serve the community.

did these establishments serve food just like home, 
they served them on tables and chairs “scattered in 
front of food shops” or along the corridors and the 
concourse – just “[like] a street corner in Haadyai 
or Bangkok”.19

Golden Mile Complex was also the terminal for 
tour buses plying the Singapore-Haadyai route oper-
ated by travel agencies located in the complex and the 
neighbouring Golden Mile Tower. As the Thai clientele 
in the complex grew, it became referred to as “Little 
Bangkok” and “Little Thailand”.20 The Thai community 
injected new life into what was then a rapidly ageing 
Golden Mile Complex, and attracted even more shops 
to serve the community. A tailor in the complex report-
edly expanded from one shop to seven to sell all things 
Thai, while a “100% genuine Thai style” disco named 
Pattaya opened in 1988 on the second floor.21 There 
was even a 50-seat “cinema” that screened kick-boxing 
specials and Thai features at $3 a ticket.22
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realisation of the architects’ vision of a futuristic city-
within-a-building that offered a whole, new integrated 
way of living in a modern, tropical, urban Asian context,” 
he wrote.34

In November the same year, a collective of archi-
tects, designers and artists known as FARM launched 
“Save the Modern Building Series”, a lineup of talks to 
raise awareness of the complex and other pioneering 
modern buildings such as Pearl Bank Apartments.35 
In November 2007, the inaugural architecture festival, 
Singapore ArchiFest 07 – organised by the Singapore 
Institute of Architects to celebrate Singapore’s built 
environment – featured tours of the complex conducted 
by architecture students from the National University 
of Singapore.36

A Landmark Saved, a Community Lost

In August 2018, news broke that more than 80 percent 
of the owners of units in the complex had agreed to put 
the building up for an en bloc sale at $800 million. This 
came hot on the heels of the sale of another modernist 
icon, Pearl Bank Apartments,37 just six months earlier. 
Heritage and architectural experts were dismayed at 
the news. “It will be a tragedy and a great loss to Sin-
gapore if the en-bloc sale results in the demolition and 
redevelopment of such an important urban landmark 
with such high architectural and social significance,” 
said heritage conservation expert Ho Weng Hin.38

Although architects and academics petitioned 
for Golden Mile Complex to be conserved, residents 
were in two minds about it. The complex’s long-time 

36 Tay Suan Chiang, “Tours Down Memory Lane,” Straits Times, 1 November 
2007, 16. (From Newslink via NLB’s eResources website)

37 Justin Zhuang, “Saving Pearl Bank Apartments,” BiblioAsia 12, no. 3 
(October–December 2016): 12–16. 

38 Melody Zaccheus, “Golden Mile Complex Gets More Than 80 Per Cent Votes 
from Owners to Launch En Bloc Sale,” Straits Times, 11 August 2018, https://
www.straitstimes.com/singapore/golden-mile-complex-gets-more-than-
80-per-cent-votes-from-owners-to-launch-en-bloc-sale.

39 Desmond Ng and Lam Shushan, “From the Occult to a Derelict Pool: 12 
Things About Golden Mile Complex You Didn’t Know,” CNA, 30 September 
2018, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cnainsider/golden-mile-
complex-occult-pool-conservation-brutalist-800971; Melody Zaccheus, 
“Farewell Golden Mile Complex? Residents Open Up About Their Love-Hate 
Relationship with the Landmark,” Straits Times, 22 September 2018, https://
www.straitstimes.com/singapore/farewell-golden-mile-complex-residents-
open-up-about-their-love-hate-relationship-with-the.

40 Yunita Ong, “Golden Mile Complex May Stay – Even with En Bloc,” Business 
Times, 31 October 2018, https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/property/
golden-mile-complex-may-stay-even-en-bloc.

41 Wong Pei Ting, “Conservation Clause in Golden Mile Complex En Bloc a 
Tough Sell: Analysts,” Today, 27 March 2019, https://www.todayonline.com/
singapore/conservation-clause-golden-mile-complex-en-bloc-tough-sell-
analysts; Grace Leong, “Conserved Landmark Golden Mile Complex Up for 
En Bloc Sale Again at $800m,” Business Times, 1 December 2021, https://
www.straitstimes.com/business/property/conserved-landmark-golden-
mile-complex-up-for-en-bloc-sale-again-at-800m.

42 “Supporting the Conservation and Commercial Viability of Golden Mile 
Complex,” Urban Redevelopment Authority, 9 October 2020, https://www.
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22 October 2021, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/golden-
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complex was sold in May 2022 to a consortium 
comprising Far East Organization, Sino Land and 
Perennial Holdings. Although their bid was $100 
million lower than the reserve price, the owners 
agreed to the sale within “a record time of 15 days”.45

To see more photos of 
Golden Mile Complex, visit 
https://go.gov.sg/golden-
mile-complex-photos or 
scan this QR code.

The redevelopment of Golden Mile Complex 
could serve as a model for how other similar 
buildings in Singapore can be conserved and 
enjoy a new lease of life for the future.

At the point of publishing this essay, the new 
owners have yet to reveal how they plan to redevelop 
Golden Mile Complex, though it is unlikely that 
any of the former tenants will return. The battle to 
conserve Golden Mile Complex has, ironically, cost 
the community who kept it alive when others moved 
on to swankier new buildings. But all, however, is 
not lost. The redevelopment of Golden Mile Complex 
could serve as a model for how other similar build-
ings in Singapore can be conserved and enjoy a new 
lease of life for the future. 

1918

FEATUREISSUE 02VOL. 19BIBLIOASIA JUL–SEP 2023




