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To convert F to C: 
subtract 32 and multiply

by 5/9 (.555)
To convert C to F: 

multiply by 1.8
and add 32
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0˚ C

-10˚ C
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32˚ F = 0˚ C

To convert.........................
U.S. gallons to liters........................
Liters to U.S. gallons.......................
U.S. gallons to imperial gallons......
Imperial gallons to U.S. gallons....
Imperial gallons to liters...............
Liters to imperial gallons................

multiply by
3.8
.26
.83

1.20
4.55

.22

1 liter = .26 U.S. gallon
1 U.S. gallon = 3.8 liters

To convert..........................   
Ounces to grams.........................
Grams to ounces............................     
Pounds to kilograms.......................
Kilograms to pounds.....................

multiply by
28.35

.035
.45

2.20

1 gram = .04 ounce
1 kilogram = 2.2 pounds

   

1 ounce = 28 grams
1 pound = .4555 kilogram

To convert.........................  
Inches to centimeters....................
Centimeters to inches......................
Feet to meters..................................
Meters to feet................................
Yards to meters................................
Meters to yards..............................
Miles to kilometers........................
Kilometers to miles.........................

multiply by
2.54
  .39
  .30
3.28
  .91
1.09
1.61

.62
  1 mile = 1.6 km

1 km = .62 mile
 1 ft = .30 m
1 m = 3.3 ft
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A N  I N V I TAT I O N  TO  T H E R E A D E R
In researching this book, w e discovered many wonder ful places—hotels, r estaurants, shops, 
and more. We’re sure you’ll find others. Please tell us about them, so we can share the informa-
tion with your fellow travelers in upcoming editions. If you were disappointed with a recom-
mendation, we’d love to know that, too. Please write to:

Frommer’s Singapore & Malaysia, 6th Edition
Wiley Publishing, Inc. • 111 River St. • Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774

A N  A D D I T I O N A L  N O T E
Please be advised that trav el information is subject to change at any time—and this is espe-
cially true of prices. We therefore suggest that you write or call ahead for confirmation when 
making your travel plans. The authors, editors, and publisher cannot be held r esponsible for 
the experiences of r eaders while trav eling. Your safety is impor tant to us, ho wever, so w e 
encourage you to stay aler t and be aware of your surroundings. Keep a close eye on cameras, 
purses, and wallets, all favorite targets of thieves and pickpockets.

Other Great Guides for Your Trip:

Frommer’s Southeast Asia

Frommer’s Thailand

Frommer’s Hong Kong

Frommer’s China



F R O M M E R ’S  S TA R  R AT I N G S ,  I CO N S  & A B B R E V I AT I O N S
Every hotel, restaurant, and attraction listing in this guide has been ranked for quality , value, 
service, amenities, and special featur es using a star-rating system.  I n countr y, state, and 
regional guides, w e also rate to wns and r egions to help y ou narrow down your choices and 
budget y our time accor dingly. Hotels and r estaurants ar e rated on a scale of z ero (r ecom-
mended) to three stars (exceptional). Attractions, shopping, nightlife, to wns, and regions are 
rated accor ding to the follo wing scale: z ero stars (r ecommended), one star (highly r ecom-
mended), two stars (very highly recommended), and three stars (must-see).

In addition to the star-rating system, we also use seven feature icons that point you to the 
great deals, in-the-know advice, and unique experiences that separate trav elers from tourists. 
Throughout the book, look for:

Finds  Special finds—those places only insiders know about

Fun Facts  Fun facts—details that make travelers more informed and their trips more fun

Kids  Best bets for kids and advice for the whole family

Moments  Special moments—those experiences that memories ar e made of

Overrated  Places or experiences not wor th your time or money

Tips  Insider tips—great ways to save time and money

Value  Great values—where to get the best deals

The following abbreviations are used for credit cards:
AE American Express DISC D iscover V Visa
DC D iners Club MC M asterCard

F R O M M E R S . CO M
Now that y ou have this guidebook to help y ou plan a gr eat trip, visit our w ebsite at www.
frommers.com for additional travel information on more than 4,000 destinations. We update 
features r egularly to giv e y ou instant access to the most curr ent trip-planning information 
available. A t Frommers.com, y ou’ll find scoops on the best air fares, lodging rates, and car 
rental bargains. You can ev en book y our trav el online thr ough our r eliable trav el booking 
partners. Other popular features include:
 • Online updates of our most popular guidebooks
 • Vacation sweepstakes and contest giveaways
 • Newsletters highlighting the hottest travel trends
 • Podcasts, interactive maps, and up-to-the-minute events listings
 • Opinionated blog entries by Arthur Frommer himself
 • Online travel message boards with featured travel discussions



SINGAPORE
From 2009 onwar d, S ingapore’s do wn-
town will look like a completely differ ent 
place. I n November 2008, the city com-
pleted the Marina B arrage, a giant dam 
project at the mouth of Marina Bay, which 
transformed the bay into a fr eshwater res-
ervoir. Located in the heart of the city, the 
bay will suppor t water spor ts and enter-
tainment, and will be surrounded by parks 
and promenades that will enhance S inga-
pore’s waterfront lifestyle feel. The Marina 
Barrage also includes The Sustainable Sin-
gapore G allery, a high-tech museum  
devoted to sho wcasing S ingapore’s effor ts 
toward environmental sustainability.

A huge parcel of r eclaimed land is cur-
rently being developed with wide av enues 
and futuristic infrastr ucture to suppor t 
office towers, luxury high-rise condomini-
ums, and a new financial center. An exten-
sion of the Shenton Way business district, 
the ne w ar ea is being dev eloped as a 
’round-the-clock hub for wor king, living, 
and playing.

The centerpiece of the ne w downtown 
development is the Marina B ay S ands, 
Singapore’s first casino, built b y Las Vegas 
Sands, which has inv ested S$5 billion 
(US$3.4 billion/£2.3 billion). The huge 
complex will also featur e 110,000 sq. m 
(1,184,029 sq. ft.) of meeting and conven-
tion space, two 2,000-seat theaters, thr ee 
hotel to wers, an ArtScience museum, 
luxury r etail outlets, dining v enues in 
floating pavilions on the bay, plus innova-
tive public spaces that include a r ooftop 
park with a 360-degr ee city vie w, an ice 

skating rink, and indoor canals. The com-
plex will open in stages from late 2009.

Towering abo ve the M arina B ay, the 
Singapore Flyer (p. 124), the world’s larg-
est obser vation wheel, has good vie ws of 
all the construction.

There ar e also plans to join two land-
mark buildings within the H istoric D is-
trict—City H all and the old S upreme 
Court building—and convert them into a 
large exhibition space for contemporar y 
arts in Singapore and Southeast Asia, with 
visiting exhibits fr om ar ound the world. 
The ne w ar t galler y, alongside The Ar ts 
House at the Old Parliament (p. 183) and 
The Esplanade–Theatres on the B ay, will 
turn the former colonial administrativ e 
heart of S ingapore into a vibrant ar ts 
hub.

On S entosa I sland, a second casino 
complex, Resorts W orld at Sentosa, is 
being developed by Genting International 
and S tar C ruises, who will inv est S$5.2 
billion (US$3.5 billion/£2.3 billion) to 
build an enormous facility on S entosa 
Island. G eared to ward family and leisur e 
activities, the casino will be suppor ted by 
spa r esort accommodations, r estaurants, 
and bars, plus r etail and enter tainment 
outlets. Perhaps the most ex citing part of 
the package will be the addition of Uni-
versal Studios Singapore, promised to be 
Asia’s largest, with 22 attractions in themed 
“worlds,” including “Journey to Madagas-
car,” and a D reamWorks D igital Anima-
tion Studio. Also in the works is the Quest 
Marine Life Park, with the largest single 

What’s New in 
Singapore & Malaysia
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marine tank in the world, and an interac-
tive dolphin habitat. The Equarius Water 
Park will featur e water rides and a mari-
time museum. Three amphitheaters will 
have international enter tainment, includ-
ing a r esident sho w fr om the cr eators of 
Cirque du S oleil. Resorts World at S en-
tosa is scheduled to open in stages starting 
in 2010.

MALAYSIA
Like S ingapore, M alaysia also has an  
observation wheel. F irst opened in K uala 
Lumpur in 2007, the Eye on M alaysia
(p. 237) r eopened in its permanent loca-
tion in M elaka, at the mouth of the 
Melaka Riv er, in N ovember 2008. The 
observation wheel sits on 1.6 hectar es (4 
acres) of land, which is curr ently being 
developed to include a light and sound 
giant waterscr een sho wcase, a laser light 
show that uses a screen made from flowing 
water, and the Malaysian I nternational 

Space A dventure (MISA),  with interac-
tive education exhibits celebrating M alay-
sia’s first astronaut in space. Both of these 
projects ar e expected to open in late  
2009.

This guide also includes a fe w ne w 
hotels. The Majestic Malacca (p. 236) is a 
welcome addition to the M elaka hotel 
scene, where accommodations tend to be 
either bland international chain hotels or 
tiny guesthouses. The Majestic is a luxuri-
ous pr operty built within a charming 
1920s mansion located along the ne wly 
cleaned Melaka River.

Tioman I sland, along M alaysia’s east 
coast, has hosted only one international-
class resort for ages, but with the opening 
of JapaMala (p. 261), visitors now have a 
choice of accommodations on the idyllic 
island. J apaMala is a fiv e-star r esort that 
has r ustic charm, built into the jungle, 
with a gorgeous beach. B etter still, it ’s 
open y ear-round, as its location is some-
what protected from the monsoon.

2



The Best of 
Singapore & Malaysia

A fascinating mix of contrasts, Singapore lies at the crossroads of East 
and West, and as a r esult, it hums with a unique cultur e that is equal par ts oriental and 
occidental. Founded b y an adv enturer who was sear ching for the epicenter of global 
trade, early S ingapore drew waves of immigrant traders, inv estors, laborers, and adven-
turers from all corners of the world. S ome 200 years later, Singapore is still fulfilling its 
original r ole, with one of the busiest shipping por ts on Ear th, a multicultural nativ e 
population, and fr esh waves of ne w immigrants and expatriates fr om countries far and 
wide. True to its heritage, S ingapore has always been, and will always be, a nation that 
blends the best of all worlds into one nation.

It is understandable for a visitor to feel as if S ingapore has sold its Asian soul in 
exchange for a Western lifestyle. On the surface, the terrain is distinctly consumer driven; 
its rows of shiny shopping malls flank wide, manicured avenues dotted with McDonald’s 
and Starbucks. At rush hour, the flow of office wor kers forms an endless riv er of black 
business suits and B lackberries through the M ass Rapid Transit system into the do wn-
town Central Business District. A modern metr opolis, Singapore is a city on the mo ve, 
with places to go and people to see.

But for those who pause to take a closer look, S ingapore’s cultural hear t is aliv e and 
well beneath the polished v eneer. Singapore’s Chinese ar e still driv en by ancient v alues 
that respect the family , authority, and success merited b y hard work. Its Malays share 
openly their warm ideals of gener osity, hospitality, and jo y among friends and family . 
And the city’s Indians possess a culture steeped in thousands of years of traditional beauty 
and passion for life. A dd to this the spirit of Arabs and Armenians, B ugis and B ritish, 
various Europeans and Eurasians, and many mor e—a multitude of cultur es that, com-
bined, defines what it means to be S ingaporean.

Singapore strives to honor its past while keeping one eye firmly focused on the future. 
Amid its efforts to grow the nation’s economy and its people’s standard of living are huge 
plans for tourism dev elopment. Already it hosts stellar world-class institutions, such as 
the Asian Civilisations M useum, the S ingapore Ar ts Museum, and the awar d-winning 
Singapore Zoo and Night Safari. In recent years, the city has completely r evamped the 
Singapore History Museum and has added the S ingapore Flyer to its r epertoire. All of 
these attractions, and many more, are detailed within the pages of this guide.

Major changes ar e on the horiz on. In the coming y ears, visitors can look for ward to 
The Marina Bay Sands, which comprises a Las Vegas-style casino supported by a conven-
tion center, three hotel towers topped by an interconnected skypark, “floating” pavilions 
on the bay, an Ar tScience Museum, a luxur y shopping mall, celebrity chef r estaurants, 
theaters, and nightclubs. The complex is slated for opening in stages fr om the end of 
2009.

The following year another casino complex will be launched on S entosa, Singapore’s 
leisure destination island, just minutes fr om the downtown area. Resorts World at Sen-
tosa will include, in addition to a casino, Universal Studios Singapore, Marine Life Park, 

1
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6 Maritime Xperiential M useum, Equarius Water Park, six hotels, confer ence facilities, a 
kids’ club, a world-class spa, plus shopping, dining, and enter tainment. This complex 
will open in stages star ting in 2010.

Singapore’s tireless drive for growth is contrasted by Malaysia’s laid-back atmosphere, 
where in some places it can seem as if time stands still. I n fact, many Singaporeans look 
to their northern neighbor for the perfect vacation, exploring its rich national forests and 
marine parks, unwinding on picture-perfect beaches at sophisticated resorts, taking in the 
down-to-earth culture of its small towns, shopping for inexpensive handicrafts, and eat-
ing some of the most delicious food in S outheast Asia. But despite its exotic and world-
class holiday offerings, Malaysia lacks the hoards of tourists that beat feet for S ingapore 
and Thailand. Because Malaysia remains comparatively quiet, it’s easy to enjoy a holiday 
without the tacky trappings of the tourist trade. 

My favorite part of Malaysia, however, is the warmth of its people. I have yet to travel 
in this country without collecting remarkable tales of hospitality, openness, and generos-
ity. I’ve found the M alaysian people to be genuine in their appr oach to foreign visitors, 
another fine byproduct of the underdeveloped tourism industry. For those who want to 
find a nice little corner of paradise, M alaysia could be your answer.

I’ve crept down alleys, wandered the streets of cities and towns, combed beaches, and 
trekked jungles to seek out the most exciting things that Singapore and Malaysia have to 
offer. In this book I’ve presented the sights and attractions of these countries with insight 
into historical, cultural, and modern significance to bring y ou a complete appr eciation 
of all you are about to experience. I’ ve peeked in ev ery shop door, chatting up the local 
characters inside. I’ ve eaten local food until I can ’t move. I’ve stayed out all night. I’ ve 
done it all and written about it here. I can only hope you will love Singapore and Malay-
sia as much as I do .

• Sipping a Singapore Sling at the Long 
Bar: Ahhhh, the Long Bar, home of the 
Singapore Sling. I like to come her e in 
the afternoons, befor e the tourist r ush. 
Sheltered by long jalousie shutters that 
close out the tropical sun, the air cooled 
by lazy punkahs (small fans that wav e 
gently back and for th above), you can 
sit back in old rattan chairs and hav e 
your saronged waitress serve you sticky 
alcoholic creations while y ou toss back 
a few dainty crab cakes. Life can be so 
decadent. O kay, so the punkahs ar e 
electric, and, come to think of it, the 
place is air-conditioned (not to mention 
that it costs a small fortune), but it’s fun 
to imagine the days when S omerset 

Maugham, Rudyard Kipling, or Charlie 
Chaplin would be sitting at the bar sip-
ping Slings and spinning ex otic tales of 
their world travels. Drink up, my friend; 
it’s a lovely high. See p. 179

• Witnessing Cer emonial G ore: By 
midnight, the air surrounding Sri Peru-
mal Temple is thick with burning  
incense. A sea of people is lit b y bar e 
bulbs. Family and friends gather around 
men who ar e bar e-chested and rigid, 
with eyes focused for ward. They are in 
deep spiritual meditation follo wing 40 
days of a strictly guided diet and prayer 
regimen to pr epare their bodies for 
physical torture all night long.

1  F R O M M E R ’S  FAV O R I T E  S I N G A P O R E 
E X P E R I E N C E S
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shoppers, strollers, hipsters, posers, lov-
ers, geeks, and gabbers. E verybody is 
here, milling ar ound ev ery mall, clus-
tered ar ound ev ery side walk bench,  
checking ev erybody else out. A t the 
corner of Scotts Road and Orchard, just 
below the M arriott, ther e’s an alfr esco 
cafe wher e y ou’ll find local celebrities 
hanging out to see and be seen. Interna-
tional celebrities and models hav e been 
spotted her e on occasion, too . I n the 
mix, y ou’re bound to see most ev ery 
tourist on the island, coming around to 
see what all the excitement is about.
The malls ar e filled with mobs of  

groovy teenagers kicking around, trying to 
look cool, and watching the music videos 
in the fr ont window of the HMV music 
store in the H eeren. Moms and dads also 
have half-days at the office, so the strip 
takes on the feel of an obstacle course as all 
the parents race around wielding strollers, 
trying to r un errands while they hav e the 
chance. Meanwhile, outside in the shady 
areas, y ou can see cr owds of domestic 
maids and wor kers r elaxing and catching 
up on the latest ne ws on their fr ee after-
noon.

For some, the scene is a madhouse to be 
avoided; for others, it ’s a chance to watch 
life on a typical S aturday afternoon in 
downtown Singapore. 

It’s the star t of the Thaipusam festival, 
an annual H indu r eligious occasion to 
express gratitude to Lor d S ubramaniam 
for granting their wishes in the pr evious 
year. To do this, they will carr y kevadis, 
steel racks hung with fr uits and flo wers, 
held onto their bodies with ske wers that 
dig into their flesh. O thers will have rows 
of hooks pier cing the thick skin on their 
backs—the hooks attached to long leather 
straps that ar e pulled har d. S till others 
drive ske wers thr ough both cheeks and 
pierce their tongues.

Once ready, they will parade en masse, 
in full tor ture regalia, through the str eets 
of Little I ndia and S ingapore’s downtown 
to the Sri Thandayuthapani Temple.

Singapore’s H indus celebrate Thai-
pusam ev ery J anuary into F ebruary, and 
like many other cultural and r eligious cel-
ebrations, foreign visitors ar e welcome to 
come and (r espectfully) obser ve. I f you’re 
not in to wn for this unusual festiv al, you 
can catch ceremonial gore at annual events 
like Thimithi, the Birthday of the Monkey 
God, and the Festival of the Nine Emperor 
God later in the y ear. S ee chapter 3 for 
details.
• Checking O ut the O rchard R oad 

Scene: You can ’t find better people-
watching than on O rchard Road every 
Saturday afternoon, when it seems like 
every S ingaporean crawls out of the 
woodwork to join the parade of  

1
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• Letting the S ea Wash Away All Your 
Stress: This is paradise. Lying flat, arms 
outstretched acr oss the sur face of the 
water, I felt the rays of the sun warming 
my back and the cool ripples of salty sea 
beneath me. Through the clear water I 
could see the seabed at the bottom of 
the bay and all assor tment of cr eatures 
swimming in and out of corals. M y 
snorkel guide pointed in the shadows to 

the silhouette of a meter-long shark, too 
shy to approach.
Back near the beach, I stood in the shal-

lows feeding br ead cr umbs to the smaller  
fish. Within minutes I was surrounded by a 
swarm of brilliant colors—vivid D ay-Glo 
flashes of saltwater fish, thousands of them, 
dozens of species, swirling ar ound me and  
plucking bread from my fingertips.

2  F R O M M E R ’S  FAV O R I T E  M A L AYS I A 
E X P E R I E N C E S
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paddies. Soon the fields turned to jungle, 
and a small kampung (village) appeared in 
the trees. I watched out the window as we 
passed traditional wooden stilt houses  
where grannies fanned themselv es on the 
porch watching the childr en chase chick-
ens in the yar d. Beside each house, color-
ful batik sar ongs waved from clotheslines 
in the breeze.

The path wound to the house of P ak-
cik’s nephew. I was w elcomed inside with 
curiosity, perhaps the first for eigner to 
visit. They offered me a straw mat, which 
I used to join the others r esting comfort-
ably on the floor . Within minutes, an 
audience of neighbors gather ed ar ound, 
plucking fruits from the tr ees in the yar d 
for me. I listened as P akcik told them of 
my sear ch for a gasing. That afternoon I 
was offered every gasing in the village.

My afternoon in P akcik’s kampung is 
one of my most cherished memories and a 
most meaningful experience. As Southeast 
Asia becomes incr easingly affluent and 
globalized, this way of life becomes steadily 
endangered. I t’s a lifestyle that for many 
urban Malaysians captures the spirit of the 
good life—simple days when joy was free. 
And everyone will be pr oud to show you; 
all y ou need is an open hear t and a big 
smile. M alaysian hospitality nev er ceases 
to amaze me.

On the beach, my friends and I laz ed 
under the shade of a tr ee, digging our feet 
into the soft and po wdery sand. O ne 
friend climbed a coconut palm and twisted 
a giant nut off its stem. U sing a cleav er 
from the kitchen, w e hacked it open and 
poured the coconut water o ver ice in a 
glass, then picked the sweet flesh from the 
inside the shell. After a day of this, I was 
ready to tear up my r eturn ticket.

This kind of paradise is ev erywhere in 
Malaysia, and y ou can find it within an 
hour’s flight fr om Kuala Lumpur (KL), if 
you visit Langkawi, Tioman, and Redang, 
or, if you have more time, in Sabah. 
• E xperiencing Kampung H ospitality: 

Pakcik (uncle) was just slightly older 
than his ancient Mercedes, but his price 
was right, so I hir ed him for the day to 
drive me ar ound K ota B haru. S ome-
time after lunch, during a stop at the 
kite-maker’s house, I spotted a beautiful 
gasing, a wood-and-steel M alay top . I t 
would be the perfect gift for my brother! 
I just had to have one.
Well, the kite-maker didn’t want to give 

his up, but P akcik had a fe w ideas. After 
coming up empty at the local shops, he 
took on my quest with personal convic-
tion. Off we drove through the outskirts of 
town, the sights becoming incr easingly 
rural. H e turned do wn a dir t r oad, past 
grazing water buffaloes lazing near rice 

• Any K ampung (T ioman I sland, 
Malaysia): E ven though Tioman was 
developed for the tourism industr y, 
you’ll never think this place is o verde-
veloped. The casual and rustic nature of 
the island ’s tiny beach villages holds 
firm, and those who seek escape rar ely 
leave disappointed. See p. 258.

• Melaka (M alacca, M alaysia): As the  
oldest trading por t in M alaysia, this  
town hosted a wide array of international 
traders: Arabs, Portuguese, Dutch, Eng-
lish, Indian, and Chinese, all of whom  
left their stamp. See p. 233.

• Kuching (S arawak, M alaysia): R ene-
gade adv enture-seeker J ames B rooke 

3  T H E  B E S T  S M A L L  TO W N S  & V I L L AG E S
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• Sentosa Island (Singapore): The three 
beaches on S entosa ar e just about the 
best you’ll find in Singapore, which isn’t 
really kno wn for its beaches. They’re 
lively, with watersports and beach activ-
ities plus food and drink. Every so often 
you’ll find an all-night dance party here. 
(See p . 152.) H owever, if y ou r eally 
need pristine seclusion, y ou’ll hav e to 
head for Malaysia. 

• The Four Seasons (Langkawi, Malay-
sia): Perhaps the most stunning beach 
in Malaysia, this wide gorgeous str etch 
of white sand looks out onto cr ystal-
clear, deep-blue waters. E ven if y ou 
can’t affor d a r oom at the r esort, I 
highly r ecommend a cocktail at their 
deliciously exotic beachside bar so y ou 
can get a chance to enjo y the view. See 
p. 254.

• Kampung J uara (T ioman I sland, 
Malaysia): This beach is what they 

mean when they say isolated. B e pr e-
pared to live like Robinson Crusoe—in 
tiny huts, many with no electricity at 
all. B ut, oh, the beach! M ost visitors 
don’t get to this par t of the island, so 
many times you can have it all to your-
self. See p. 262.

• Cherating (Malaysia): If you’re a leath-
erback turtle, you’ll think the best beach 
in the world is just nor th of Cherating. 
Every spring and summer , these giant 
sea cr eatures come ashor e to lay their 
eggs, so if y ou’re in to wn from May to 
June y ou might catch a look at the 
hatchlings. Meanwhile, during the tur-
tles’ off season, international windsur f-
ing and water-boar d enthusiasts gather 
annually for competitions at this world-
famous spot. See p. 264.

4  T H E  B E S T  B E A C H E S

• Trekking in Taman N egara (M alay-
sia): With suitable options for all lev els 
of comfort and desired adventure, pen-
insular M alaysia’s largest national par k 
opens the wonders of primary rainforest 
and the cr eatures who dw ell in it to 
everyone. F rom the canopy walk high 
atop the for est to night watches for 
nocturnal life, this adventure is as stun-
ning as it is informative. See p. 229.

• Sungei B uloh Wetland R eserve (S in-
gapore): Every y ear during the winter 
months, flocks of migrating bir ds from 
as far nor th as S iberia v acation in the 
warm waters of this unique mangr ove 
swamp par k. Easily trav ersed b y a  
wooden walkway , the par k will nev er 
disappoint for glimpses of stunning 
wildlife. See p. 149.

5  T H E  M O S T  E XC I T I N G  O U T D O O R 
A D V E N T U R E S

thumbed his nose at London ’s colonial 
office so that he could claim S arawak 
for his own and rule as the region’s first 
White Raja. He built a cozy little capi-

tal with quaint tr opical-colonial ar chi-
tecture, picturesque back str eets, and a 
pretty riverfront. See p. 276.
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• Thian H ock K eng (S ingapore): O ne 
of Singapore’s oldest Chinese temples, it 
is a fascinating testimony to Chinese 
Buddhism as it combines with tradi-
tional Confucian beliefs and natural 
Taoist principles. E qually fascinating is 
the modern world that carries on just 
outside the old temple ’s doors. S ee 
p. 132.

• Armenian Chur ch (S ingapore): 
Although not the biggest Christian  
house of worship in the city, it is one of 
the most charming in its ar chitectural 
simplicity, tr opical practicality , and  
spiritual tranquillity. See p. 115.

• Hajjah Fatimah Mosque (Singapore): 
I love this mosque for its eclectic mix of 

religious symbols and ar chitectural 
influences. To me, it represents not just 
the S ingaporean ability to absorb so 
many different ideas, but also a Muslim 
appreciation and openness toward many 
cultures. See p. 136.

• J alan Tokong, M elaka (M alaysia): 
This street, in the historical heart of the 
city, suppor ts a M alay mosque, a Chi-
nese temple, and a Hindu temple exist-
ing peacefully side by side—the perfect 
example of ho w the many for eign reli-
gions that came to S outheast Asia  
shaped its communities and learned to 
coexist in harmony. See p. 238.

6  T H E  M O S T  FA S C I N AT I N G  T E M P L E S , 
C H U R C H E S  & M O S Q U E S

• National Museum of Singapore. (Sin-
gapore): This historic museum recently 
underwent a S$132.6 million ($88.8 
million/£59.7 million) r enovation and 
is now expanded to more than twice its 
original siz e, featuring state-of-the-ar t 
multimedia exhibits. They’ve done a 
fantastic job. See p. 121.

• Asian C ivilisations M useum (S inga-
pore): This extr emely w ell-presented 
museum documents the ev olutionary 
and cultural histor y of the r egion’s 
major ethnic gr oups. A v ery informa-
tive afternoon. See p. 115.

• P enang M useum and Ar t G allery 
(Penang, Malaysia): A slick display of 
Penang’s colonial histor y and multicul-
tural heritage, this place is chock-full of 
fascinating tidbits about the people, 
places, and events of this curious island. 
Plus, it doesn’t hurt that the air-condi-
tioning works very well! See p. 249.

• State Museums of Melaka (Malaysia): 
This small city has more museums than 
any other city in the country, with some 
unusual displays such as kites and  
Malaysian literature. See p. 237.

7  T H E  M O S T  I N T E R E S T I N G  M U S E U M S

• Raffles H otel (S ingapore): For old-
world opulence, Raffles is second to 
none. It’s pure fantasy of the days when 
tigers still lurked around the perimeters. 
See p. 72.

• Shangri-La H otel (S ingapore): What 
sets this hotel apar t fr om other city 
properties is its sprawling gr ounds. 
Shang is a meticulously landscaped  
tropical oasis, with lush gar den vie ws 

8  T H E  B E S T  LU X U RY  R E S O R T S  & H O T E L S
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chalets furnished in natural woods and 
local textiles blend gorgeously with the 
tropical gar dens of this seaside r esort. 
The people her e will bend o ver back-
ward to make sur e your stay is per fect. 
See p. 268.

• Four S easons Langkawi (Langkawi, 
Malaysia): Raising the bar, this resort is 
an exotic Moorish paradise on the most 
gorgeous beach in M alaysia. R ooms 
and public areas drip with the ambience 
of the Arabian Nights. Three words: To. 
Die. For. See p. 254.

from ev ery angle. Three individual  
wings give you a choice of accommoda-
tions styles: urban contemporar y, natu-
ral resort style, and O riental opulence. 
See p. 81.

• Hilton K uala L umpur (K uala L um-
pur, Malaysia): The coolest of the cool 
stay at the new Hilton. Rooms feel like 
suites, all decorated in slickety-slick 
contempo style with the latest enter-
tainment and IT built in—ev en in the 
bathrooms. See p. 221.

• T anjong J ara R esort (T erengganu, 
Malaysia): T raditional Malay-style 
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• Perak Hotel (Singapore): This family-
run budget hotel on the edge of Little 
India is full of charm and friendly peo-
ple. It’s easy to meet fellow backpackers 
in the cozy lobb y cafe and shar e stories 
and travel tips. See p. 77.

• Traders Hotel Singapore (Singapore): 
Value-for-money is the name of the 
game her e. All sor ts of pr omotional 
packages, self-ser vice launder ettes, 
vending machines, and a checkout  
lounge ar e just a fe w of the offerings 
that make this the most conv enient 
hotel in the city. See p. 86.

• Swiss-Inn (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia): 
Location, location, location! Right in 

the center of K uala L umpur’s bustling 
Chinatown, the Swiss-Inn is the peren-
nial favorite for trav elers here. A com-
fortable choice, plus it ’s so close to 
everything. See p. 223.

• Heeren H ouse (M elaka, M alaysia): 
This boutique hotel in the hear t of the 
old city is the place to stay in M elaka if 
you want to really get a feel of the local 
atmosphere. See p. 235.

• Telang Usan Hotel (Kuching, Malay-
sia): An informal place, Telang Usan is 
homey and quaint, and within walking 
distance of many major attractions in 
Kuching. See p. 279.

9  T H E  B E S T  H O T E L  B A R G A I N S

• Hawker Centers (S ingapore and  
Malaysia): Think of them as shopping 
malls for food—gr eat food. F or local 
cuisine, who needs a menu with pic-
tures when y ou can walk ar ound and 
select anything you want as it’s prepared 
before your eyes? See chapters 6, 13, 14, 
and 15.

• Imperial H erbal (S ingapore): I n the 
Chinese tradition of yin and yang, 
dishes ar e prepared under the super vi-
sion of the house doctor , a traditional 
healer who will be glad to “ prescribe” 
the per fect cur e for whatev er ails y ou. 
See p. 109.

10  T H E  B E S T  LO C A L  D I N I N G  E X P E R I E N C E S
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• Gurney D rive (P enang, M alaysia): 
Penang is the king of Asian cuisine, 
from Chinese to M alay to I ndian and 
everything else in betw een. This large 
hawker center by the sea is a great intro-
duction to Penang. See p. 248.

• Chili Crab at UDMC Seafood Centre 
(Singapore): A true Singaporean favor-
ite, chili crabs will cause ev ery local to 
rise up in argument over where you can 
find the best in to wn. H ead out to 
UDMC to try the juicy crabs cooked in 
a sweet chili sauce. Prepare to get messy! 
See p. 110.

• Arab Street (Singapore): Even though 
Singapore is a shopper ’s paradise, it 
could still use mor e places like Arab 
Street. S mall shops selling ev erything 
from textiles to handicrafts line the 
street. B argaining is w elcome. S ee 
p. 169.

• Central M arket (K uala Terengganu, 
Malaysia): This huge bustling mar ket 
turned me into a shopping fr eak. All of 
the handicrafts Terengganu is famous 

for come concentrated in one ex citing 
experience: batik, songket cloth, brass-
ware, basket weaving—the list goes on. 
See p. 269.

• Petaling S treet (K uala L umpur, 
Malaysia): This night market gets very, 
very cr owded and crazy with all who 
come for watches, handbags, computer 
software, D VDs, and all manner of 
blatant disregard for international copy-
right laws. See p. 227.

11  T H E  B E S T  M A R K E T S

• Batik (S ingapore and M alaysia): 
While most of the batiks y ou find in 
Singapore come fr om Indonesia, many 
in M alaysia ar e made at factories that 
you can often tour . The I ndonesian 
prints usually sho w traditional motif 
and colors, while Malaysian designs can 
be far more modern. Look for batik silk 
as well. See chapters 8, 13, and 14. 

• Knockoffs and Pirated Goods (Malay-
sia): Check out how real those watches 
look! And so cheap! You can find them 
at any night mar ket. E ver dr eam of 
owning a G ucci? Have I got a deal for 
you! Can I tell y ou about pirate DVDs 
and computer software without getting 

my book banned? Uh, okay , whatev er 
you do, don’t buy these items! See chap-
ters 8 and 13.

• Silver F iligree J ewelry (M alaysia): 
This fine silv er is wor ked into detailed 
filigree je welry designs to make  
brooches, necklaces, bracelets, and  
other fine jewelry.

• P ewter (Malaysia): M alaysia is the  
home of S elangor P ewter, one of the 
largest manufactur ers of pe wter in the 
world, and their many showrooms have 
all sor ts of items to choose fr om. F or 
locations in K uala L umpur, P enang, 
Malacca, and J ohor, call the company 
hotline at & 03/422-1000.

12  T H E  B E S T  S H O P P I N G  B A R G A I N S

• Singapore, the whole city:  Nightlife is 
becoming incr easingly sophisticated in 

Singapore, wher e locals hav e mor e 
money for recreation and fun. Take the 

13  T H E  B E S T  N I G H T L I F E
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go to Bangsar for nighttime excitement. 
A couple of blocks of concentrated r es-
taurants, cafes, discos, pubs, and wine 
bars will tickle any fancy. Good people-
watching, too. See p. 229.

time to choose the place that suits y our 
personality. J azz club? Techno disco? 
Cocktail lounge? Wine bar? G ood old 
pub? The city has it all. See p. 175.

• Bangsar (near Kuala Lumpur, Malay-
sia): Folks in K uala L umpur kno w to 
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Singapore in Depth

A little red dot in the center of Southeast Asia, Singapore is a cosmo-
politan city built on the backs of immigrants from across Asia and the four corners of the 
world. The nation’s cultural mix continues to expand, thanks to continuing migrations 
of foreign talent—one in three people in Singapore today has come from elsewhere. This 
cultural diversity is refreshing, but not nearly as r efreshing as the sense of openness and 
harmony that exists between races and religions.

Singapore Inc. runs like clockwork. Over 40 decades of political stability have seen the 
seeds of dev elopment take hold and gr ow at an impr essive rate. The government is a 
well-oiled machine that operates like the executive board of a massive company, carefully 
plotting deliberate steps for economic gr owth and building a safe and or derly country. 
Even its detractors concede: Singapore works.

I’ll confess, many trav elers complain to me about ho w Westernized Singapore is. For 
some, a v acation in Asia should be filled with cultur e shock and bizarr e sights. Today’s 
travel philosophy seems to be that the mor e underdeveloped and obscur e a countr y is, 
the mor e “ authentic” the trav el experience will be. B ut with all its shopping malls, 
imported fashion and steel skyscrapers, Singapore looks like any other contemporary city 
in any other par t of the world. B ut to peel thr ough the layers is to understand that life 
here is more complex. While the outer layers are startlingly Western, just underneath lies 
a curious area where East blends with West in language, cuisine, attitude, and style. A t 
the core, you’ll find a sensibility rooted in the cultural heritage of values, religion, super-
stition, and memory.

For me, this is where the fascination begins. Like the rows of historic shophouses that 
line the city ’s oldest str eets, if y ou look closely y ou’ll see a jumble of influences fr om 
colonial architectural mandates to Chinese superstitions and Malay finery. Even the local 
language is a blend: “S inglish,” the unofficial local tongue, combines E nglish language 
with Chinese grammar , common M alay phrases, and H okkien slang to form a P atois 
unique to this part of the world. It’s a cultural convergence that’s been ongoing for almost 
200 years. So, in a sense, Singapore is no different today than it was a centur y ago. And 
in this I find my “authentic” experience. 

Who would hav e believed that S ingapore 
would rise to such international fame and 
become the vaunted “Asian Tiger” it has in 
recent decades? This small country’s politi-
cal stability and effective government have 
inspired many other nations to study its 
methods, and former prime minister (and 
current minister mentor) Lee Kuan Yew is 
counted among the most r espected politi-

cal figur es in the world. When asked to 
explain ho w S ingapore’s astounding eco-
nomic, political, and social success was 
made possible, Lee always takes the  
credit—and deservedly so—but in the face 
of international criticism for dictatorial 
policies, absolutist law enfor cement, and 
human rights violations, he also stands 
first in line to take the heat.

1  S I N G A P O R E  TO D AY
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(75%); Malays (13.7%); I ndians (8.7%); 
and others (2.6%), including E urasians. 
(The total population is 4.84 million, 
which includes foreigners living and work-
ing in S ingapore.) Though the countr y is 
overwhelmingly Chinese, the go vernment 
has embraced all local heritage, r ecogniz-
ing r eligious holidays and festiv als and 
promoting racial harmony in its policies as 
part of its plan to foster a single national 
identity molded fr om the disparate cul-
tural backgr ounds of the S ingaporean 
populace.

Unfortunately, this go vernment social 
planning may hav e contributed to one of 
the common pr oblems that plague S inga-
pore’s younger generations today: a lack of 
identity. No longer solely immersed in the 
traditions of their o wn ethnic gr oups and 
with traditional v alues being rapidly  
replaced b y commer cialism, it ’s not sur-
prising to hear so many young people ask, 
“Who am I?”

The Chinese
When Raffles opened S ingapore’s port for 
free trade, junkloads of Chinese immi-
grated to find their for tunes. M ost w ere 
poor wor kers fr om China ’s southern  
regions who br ought with them differ ent 
cultures and dialects fr om their r espective 
places of origin. Of the mix, the Hokkiens 
from Fujian Province ar e the largest per-
centage of Chinese in S ingapore, at 42%, 
followed by the Teochews, of Guangdong 
province, the Cantonese, also from Guang-
dong; the H akkas, fr om central China; 
and finally the H ainanese, fr om H ainan 
island (near Hong Kong), at 6%.

The Chinese ar e o ver 50% B uddhist, 
following the dharma of the Buddha, who 
taught that all life is suffering and the only 

THE SINGAPOREAN 
PEOPLE
Many tourists come to S ingapore for the 
shopping or the sights, but I lo ve the 
people. M ost often, when y ou trav el in 
foreign lands, the people y ou meet ar e 
other international travelers. In Singapore, 
however, the friends y ou make ar e many 
times S ingaporean—perhaps it ’s because 
of the common language, perhaps because 
Singaporeans ar e v ery open to Western 
culture.

The median age of the population is 
around 35, with most Singaporeans strug-
gling to juggle wor k and family r esponsi-
bilities the same as in any other  
post-industrialized countr y. While most 
Singaporeans of both sex es tend to focus 
on educational and career goals, most also 
marry later and have children later, a trend 
that has left the government worried about 
a declining bir th rate. Yet even with these 
demands, your average Singaporean never 
loses sight of “ Asian family v alues” that 
encourage childr en to liv e with and car e 
for their aging parents—many households 
are multigenerational.

There’s an ev er-present image con-
sciousness fuelled b y heavy consumerism. 
Fashion, cars, and social scenes ar e “in. ” 
Money is in. S uccess is in. Young S inga-
poreans strive for what they call the 5Cs—
career, condo, car , cash, and cr edit 
cards—and it sometimes seems they’ll stop 
at nothing to achieve them.

As with any modern cultur e, while the 
younger generations are busy finding their 
niche in the world, it is the older genera-
tions who keep traditional cultur es aliv e. 
Singapore’s resident population, measured 
at 3.64 million people, is a mix of Chinese 

mo-
f the 
ions 
This 
and 

the 
is a 

fully 
ntry. 

For 
day’s 
y is, 
alls, 
city 
life 
lies 

. At 
per-

that 
rom 
ocal 
uage 
atois 
most 
And 

d to 
eco-
was 
the 
face 
orial 
and 

ands 

Fun Facts The Little Red Dot

Singapore is the second most densely populated county in the world, behind 
Monaco.
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way to relieve suffering is to dispel desir e. 
Early immigrants brought Buddhism from 
China with them, of a sect called  
Mahayana, or the G reater Vehicle, the 
branch of B uddhism that also claims  
Tibetan and Zen Buddhist traditions.

Despite r eligious affiliation, almost  
every Chinese is Taoist to some degr ee. 
Tao is a philosophy as opposed to religion. 
Tao, meaning “the way,” follows the belief 
in an energy sour ce, “chi,” that permeates 
all living and nonliving cr eatures and 
objects in the univ erse. This energy for ce 
links ev erything, shifting fr om place to 
place, sometimes flo wing fr eely to cr eate 
positive energy and sometimes stagnating 
to create bad vibes.

Tao is the philosophy behind feng shui, 
or Chinese geomancy, laws of natur e that 
dictate ho w buildings and spaces should 
be situated and the furnishings placed 
inside, as w ell as the r easoning behind 
Chinese traditional medicine that uses 
herbs and natural r emedies to keep good 
chi flowing throughout the body.

Chinese tradition is also filled with rich 
tales of heroes and heroines, gods and god-
desses, who watch over the physical world. 
In S ingapore y ou find statues in temples 
for Ma Cho P o, the M other of H eavenly 
Sages, who protects sailors and other trav-
elers, and K uan Yin, the G oddess of  
Mercy—these are only two of a number of 
gods and goddesses of Chinese legend who 
still play impor tant r oles in the ev eryday 
lives of local Singaporeans.

Characteristically, the Chinese ar e very 
superstitious, with numbers playing a crit-
ical r ole in ev eryday decisions, pr eferring 
auspicious numbers for automobile license 
plates and choosing dates that contain 
lucky numbers for business openings.  
Here’s another superstition—don ’t leav e 
your chopsticks sticking up in y our rice 
bowl; it invites hungry ghosts.

The Malays
When Raffles arriv ed, Malays had alr eady 
inhabited the island, fishing the waters 
and trading with other local seafaring 
people, and many mor e w ere to migrate 
from the mainland in the decades to fol-
low.

Although Singapore’s Malay population 
is very low in numbers today, the language 
on the str eet is M alay, some of the best-
loved local dishes ar e Malay, and even the 
national anthem is sung in M alay. The 
shame is that while M alays are recognized 
as the original inhabitants, they constantly 
feel marginaliz ed b y the dominant Chi-
nese cultur e and policy . In addition, this 
group r epresents an unbalanced per cent-
age of the lo wer-income classes, with the 
lowest levels of education and the highest 
number of criminal offenders. The go v-
ernment prides itself on policies to pr o-
mote racial harmony , but it is widely 
accepted that M alays occupy jobs on the 
low end of the pay scale. Even in the mili-
tary, while ther e ar e many M alays in the 
enlisted tr oops, ther e ar e almost none in 
the officer ranks.
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Tips  Etiquette: The Right Hand

While in Singapore, try to use only your right hand in social interaction. Why? 
Because in Indian and Muslim society, the left hand is used only for bathroom 
chores. Not only should you eat with your right hand and give and receive all 
gifts with your right hand, but you should make all gestures, especially pointing 
(and especially in temples and mosques), with your right hand. By the way, you 
should also try to point with your knuckle rather than your finger, to be more 
polite.
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On a positiv e note, it is widely under-
stood that the M alays hav e the gr eatest 
sense of community in Singapore. Families 
still congregate around the neighborhood 
mosque, and there’s a greater sense of char-
ity and commitment to helping those less 
fortunate.

Virtually every Malay is Muslim, either 
practicing or nonpracticing, follo wing the 
teachings of the I slamic prophet Muham-
mad. Most Singaporeans are quite moder-
ate in their beliefs and v ery open to ward 
those of other faiths. You will, ho wever, 
notice that quite a few eat only halal food, 
prepared according to strict Islamic dietary 
laws. And while some women choose to 
wear a tudung, a scarf to cover their heads, 
it is purely voluntary here. Actually, Malay 
women hav e a gr eat sense of style; their 
kurau baju,  long flo wing tunics, often 
show off liv ely colors. B ut don ’t be sur-
prised if y ou see y ounger M alays in the 
clubs drinking alcohol.

The Peranakans
Until recently, you didn’t hear much about 
the Peranakans, also called Straits Chinese, 
a subculture of the colonial era that gr ew 
out of intermarriage betw een the Chinese 
and Malays. But recent trends to embrace 
Singapore’s heritage has r ekindled interest 
in this small yet influential group who are 
unique to Singapore and Malaysia.

In the early days of S ingapore, immigra-
tion of Chinese women was forbidden, so  
many Chinese men found wives within the 
native M alay population. The r esultant 

ethnic gr oup combined characteristics of 
each culture but found a middle ground in 
language and religion, which tended to be 
English and Christianity, respectively. This 
mixed heritage allo wed them to become 
strong economic and political play ers, 
often serving as middlemen betw een Chi-
nese, Europeans, and other locals. S inga-
pore’s early towkays (big bosses) w ere 
mostly Peranakan, and, in fact, M inister 
Mentor Lee K uan Yew himself is of this 
cultural background.

Peranakan literally means “S traits-
born,” so technically speaking, all people 
born in Singapore and Malaysia can argue 
they are Peranakan, and in a lot of litera-
ture y ou may see the term used br oadly. 
Today, though, with many S ingaporeans 
able to trace their heritage to this ethnic 
group, a heritage society has dev eloped to 
support their interests and keep their cul-
ture alive.

The Indians
Many I ndians w ere aboar d Raffles ’s ship 
when it first landed on the banks of the 
Singapore River, making this gr oup some 
of S ingapore’s earliest r ecorded immi-
grants. I n the follo wing decades, many 
more Indians would follo w to find wor k 
and wealth. Some found positions in the 
government as clerks, teachers, policemen, 
and administrators, follo wing the E nglish 
colonial administration set b y the B ritish 
Raj in I ndia. O thers w ere moneylenders 
and financiers. S till mor e w ere labor ers 
who came to make a buck.

Good Vibrations
Chinese geomancy, also known as feng shui, has made a mark on the Singapor e 
landscape. Nowhere is this practice more evident than at Suntec City. The com-
bined convention center, shopping mall, and office space occupies five towers. 
Placed in a semicircle, the towers represent the five digits of an open hand. In the 
center, an unusual round fountain, the largest fountain in the world, sprays water 
inward. As water means wealth, the fountain is a symbol of money flo wing into a 
hand.
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the southern I ndian vegetarian cooking is 
the only food that can be enjo yed b y all 
Singaporeans no matter what cultural or 
religious dietary laws they may have.

Recently I ndians hav e become some-
what discontented with life in S ingapore, 
feeling overwhelmed by a Chinese govern-
ment they feel pr omotes Chinese cultur e. 
Indians are some of the most open critics 
of government practices.

THE GOVERNMENT
Since Lee ’s election, and without debate, 
his unfailing vision of a First World Singa-
pore has inspir ed the policies and plans 
that cr eated the political and economic 
miracle w e see today . D uring his tenur e, 
he mobiliz ed go vernment, industr y, and 
citizens toward fulfilling his vision, estab-
lishing a go vernment almost dev oid of 
corruption, a str ong economy built fr om 
practically no resources except labor, and a 
nation of racial and r eligious harmony 
from a multiethnic melting pot.

Both critics and admir ers r efer to Lee 
Kuan Yew as a strict y et generous “father” 
to the “ children” of S ingapore, raising 
them to a high position on the world stage 
yet dictating policies that hav e cost citi-
zens many of their personal fr eedoms. 
You’ll find that the av erage S ingaporean 
expresses some duality about this: H e or 
she will be outwar dly critical of the go v-
ernment’s inv asion of priv acy and disr e-
gard for personal freedoms and of policies 
that hav e driv en up the cost of housing 
and healthcare, but will also r ecognize all 
that Lee has done to raise S ingaporeans’ 

In 1825, hundreds of Indians who had 
been imprisoned in B encoolen (in S uma-
tra) were transferr ed to S ingapore, wher e 
they wor ked as labor ers. These convicts 
built many of the go vernment buildings 
and cathedrals—for instance, St. Andrew’s 
Cathedral, S ri M ariamman Temple, and 
the I stana—and wor ked on heavy-duty 
municipal projects. Eventually, they served 
their sentences and assimilated into soci-
ety, many remaining in Singapore.

While most I ndian immigrants w ere 
from the southern r egions of I ndia, there 
is still gr eat diversity within the commu-
nity. The largest group by far is the Tamils, 
but y ou’ll also find M alayalis, P unjabis, 
and G ujaratis. S o despite Little I ndia’s 
reputation as an Indian enclave, the Indian 
population is actually split into gr oups 
based on social divisions and settled in 
pockets all over the city. The Indians were 
also divided b y r eligious affiliation, with 
factions split betw een I slam and H indu-
ism, which r evolves around the holy trin-
ity of S hiva, Vishnu, and B rahma but 
includes many, many other deities; other 
groups include S ihks and Christians as 
well. Interestingly, while the B uddha and 
Buddhism originally came from India, few 
Indians follow his teachings in I ndia and 
around the world.

The Indians tend to be an informal and 
warm people, adding their o wn brand of 
casual ease to S ingapore life. But any Sin-
gaporean will tell you that one of the most 
precious contributions the Indians made is 
their cuisine. I ndian r estaurants ar e w ell 
patronized b y all ethnic gr oups because 

Chew on This
Contrary to popular belief, it’s perfectly legal to chew gum in Singapore, and you 
can bring in small quantities for personal consumption with no problems. It is, 
however, illegal to import and sell it. The story goes that after the multibillion-
dollar Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) system opened, vandals brought the network to 
a halt when they disposed of chew ed gum by jamming the trains’ door sensors. 
The ban took effect in 1992.
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about allowing access to its citizens. How-
ever, the possibilities for communications 
and commerce and their implications for 
the future of Singapore’s economy won.

THE ECONOMY
Singapore’s economy is a bizarr e marriage 
between fr ee trade and go vernment con-
trol. Lee K uan Yew’s vision and r esulting 
policies hav e cr eated annual national  
growth rates of between 7% and 9% going 
on 3 decades. S ingapore survived the East 
Asian Economic Crisis that began in J uly 
1997 because of its firm bank-lending 
regulations and transpar ent go vernment 
and business dealings. Unfortunately, Sin-
gapore limped thr ough the economic  
slump that plagued the globe in the y ears 
to follow, and in 2003 suffer ed from the 
SARS outbreak. The biggest moneymakers 
are the electr onics industr y, financial and 
business services, transportation and com-
munications, petroleum refining and ship-
ping, constr uction, and tourism.  
Seventy-six percent of S ingapore’s exports 
(not counting oil exports) go to the United 
States, M alaysia, the E uropean U nion, 
Hong Kong, and Japan.

In January 2009, in the face of a global 
recession, the S ingapore go vernment 
revised its GDP gr owth for ecast for the 
year to betw een –5.0 and –2.0 per cent. 
Days later , it unv eiled a S$20.5 billion 
(US$13.7 billion/£9.2 billion) economic 
stimulus package designed to help keep 
the country afloat. The move was unprec-
edented, as it was the first time the govern-
ment has ever loosened its tight grip on its 
coffers. The money will be spent to pr e-
serve jobs; stimulate bank lending; improve 
infrastructure, education, and health sec-
tors; and pr ovide both tax measur es to 
help cash flo w and tax r ebates to bolster 
households. 

Singaporeans enjoy a high standar d of 
living, with average annual incomes reach-
ing S$49,900 (US$33,433/£22,455),  
according to 2007 estimates.

standard of living, expand their oppor tu-
nities for the futur e, and ensur e tranquil-
lity at home—achiev ements for which 
many ar e willing to sacrifice a cer tain 
amount of freedom to enjoy. By and large, 
they wish to see the curr ent go vernment 
continue its work.

Lee stepped down from the prime min-
ister’s chair in 1990, assuming the position 
of senior minister . H e was r eplaced b y 
Goh Chok Tong, who for 14 years contin-
ued the long-term policies driv en by Lee 
and the P AP. G oh was a popular leader , 
who, in addition to initiating incr eased 
citizen par ticipation in the political pr o-
cess, suppor ted local visual and per form-
ing arts.

In August 2004, Goh passed the prime 
minister’s baton to Lee Hsien Loong, Lee 
Kuan Yew’s son. The resulting cabinet shift 
created a ne w position for Lee K uan Yew 
as minister mentor , with G oh filling the 
senior minister seat. 

THE CENSORSHIP 
QUESTION
One infamous featur e of S ingapore’s gov-
ernment is its contr ol o ver media, both 
domestic and international. All national 
news publications have ties to the go vern-
ment, whose philosophy holds that the 
role of the media is to promote the govern-
ment’s goals. Ar ticles are censored for any 
content that might threaten national secu-
rity, incite riot, or pr omote disobedience 
or racism. Pornographic materials are also 
prohibited. Offenders face stiff fines.

It doesn’t stop at the print media, either. 
Television is also censored, as is cable tele-
vision content, and satellite dishes ar e 
banned. The Internet provided Singapore 
with a tough dilemma. By design, the Net 
promotes fr eedom of communication,  
which is taken adv antage of b y, among 
others, ev ery political dissident and por-
nographer who can get his hands on a PC. 
This thought so concerned the S ingapore 
government that it debated long and har d 
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district, will include a casino, hotel rooms, 
convention facilities, and leisur e facili-
ties—it’s slated to open in stages fr om the 
end of 2009. O n S entosa I sland, to the 
south of the business district, R esorts 
World at Sentosa will include, in addition 
to a casino, a U niversal S tudios theme 
park plus countless family-oriented attrac-
tions and resort-style accommodations.

A landmar k mo ve b y the S ingapore 
government, the establishment of legalized 
gambling marks the end of a conser vative 
era in the histor y of this notoriously 
squeaky-clean city-state. 

TOURISM
The S ingapore Tourism Boar d has far-
reaching influence that has helped to turn 
Singapore into a v eritable machine for 
raising foreign cash. In 2008, 10.1 million 
tourists visited Singapore, spending S$14.8 
billion (US$9.9 billion/£6.7 billion) dur-
ing their stays.

Not content to rest on its laurels, Singa-
pore has big plans to dramatically increase 
these numbers over the next few years with 
the building of two casinos built into inte-
grated r esorts, abbr eviated locally as IRs. 
The M arina B ay S ands, located in the 
heart of S ingapore’s do wntown business 

By the 1800s, E uropean po wers had  
already explored much of the world, stak-
ing their authority over major trade routes. 
Southeast Asia ’s initial attraction was its 
position betw een two seasonal mon-
soons—one half of the year saw winds that 
carried sailing v essels fr om China to  
Southeast Asia, while the other half of the 
year favored ships coming from India and 
Arabia. The E nglish, D utch, Portuguese, 
French, and S panish, r ecognizing S outh-
east Asia’s advantage, scrambled to set up 
trading posts to r eceive v aluable tea,  
opium, silk, spices, and other goods fr om 
China.

The British East India Company, in its 
rivalry with the D utch East I ndies Com-
pany, sought to contr ol the S traits of 
Malacca, the narr ow passage betw een 
Indonesian Sumatra and the Malay penin-
sula. They already had a port at Penang, an 
island in the north of the Straits, but it was 
proving an economic failur e. The com-
pany charged one of its officers, S ir Stam-
ford Raffles, with the task of locating a 
new post. Raffles, who knew the area well, 
had his hear t set on a small island at the 
tip of the Malay peninsula.

A SLEEPY BACKWATER
At the time of its “ discovery,” S ingapore 
was occupied b y about 1,000 people, 
mainly M alay r esidents, orang laut  (sea 
nomads), a handful of Chinese farmers, 
plus assorted pirates in hiding. The island 
had little kno wn historical significance. 
An early settlement on the island, called 
Temasek, had been visited r egularly b y 
Chinese mer chants, and later the settle-
ment came under the r ule of the far-
reaching S rivijaya E mpire (9th–13th c. 
a.d.), which was based in P alembang in 
Sumatra. It was the S rivijayas who named 
the island Singapura, or Lion City, after its 
leader claimed to hav e seen a lion on its 
shores. However, the Srivijayas were even-
tually overtaken by a neighboring po wer, 
the J ava-based M ajapahits. S ometime 
around 1390, a y oung P alembang r uler, 
Iskander Shah (aka Parameswara), rebelled 
against the M ajapahits and fled to S in-
gapura, where he set up independent rule. 
The Majapahits were quick to chase him 
out, and I skander fled up the M alay pen-
insula to M elaka (M alacca), wher e he 
founded what would be one of the most 
successful trading por ts in the r egion at 
the time.
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THE BRITISH EAST INDIA 
COMPANY ARRIVES 
(1819–1827)
When Raffles arriv ed in 1819, S ingapura 
had been asleep for nearly 400 years under 
the r ule of the sultan of J ohor, of the 
southernmost pr ovince in M alaya, with 
local administration handled by a temeng-
gong, or senior minister . I t was Temeng-
gong Abdu’r Rahman who, on February 6, 

1819, signed a treaty with Raffles to set up 
a trading post on the island in r eturn for 
an annual payment to the Sultanate. After 
this, Raffles didn ’t stay ar ound for too 
long, handing o ver the R esidency of the 
port to his friend and colleague, Col. Wil-
liam Farquhar.

When Raffles r eturned 3 y ears later , 
Singapore was fast becoming a success 
story. The ideally situated port was inspired 
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by Raffles ’s o wn dr eam of fr ee trade and 
Farquhar’s skill at or derly administration. 
The population had gr own to mor e than 
11,000—Malays, Chinese, B ugis (fr om 
Celebes in I ndonesia), I ndians, Arabs,  
Armenians, E uropeans, and E urasians. 
The haphazar d sprawl convinced Raffles 
to draft the Town Plan of 1822, assigning 
specific neighborhoods to the many ethnic 
groups that had settled. These ethnic  
enclaves r emain much the same today—
Singapore’s Chinatown, the administrative 
center or H istoric D istrict, Kampong  
Glam, and other neighborhoods ar e still 
the ethnic centers they originally w ere (of 
course, with many modern alterations).

This would be the last trip Raffles 
would make to the island that cr edits him 
with its founding. H is visit in 1822 was 
merely a stop on his way back to London 
to r etire. Raffles had big plans for his 
career with the East I ndia Company but 
never witnessed any of his ambitions come 
to fruition. In 1826 he died before he was 
even recognized for the r ole he play ed in 
the expansion of the B ritish Empire—he 
died penniless. H e r emains, ho wever, a 
hero to modern-day Singaporeans.

In 1824, the D utch finally signed a 
treaty with B ritain acknowledging S inga-
pore as a permanent B ritish possession, 
and S ultan H ussein of J ohor ceded the 
island to the East India Trading Company 
in perpetuity. Three years later, Singapore 
was incorporated, along with Malacca and 
Penang, to form the S traits S ettlements. 
Penang was ackno wledged as the settle-
ments’ seat of go vernment, with direction 
from the Presidency of Bengal in India.

EARLY IMMIGRANT 
COMMUNITIES
Singapore’s first 40 y ears were filled with 
all the magic of an oriental trading por t. 
Chinese coolie laborers came to Singapore 
in droves to escape economic har dship at 
home. Most were from one of four major 
dialect gr oups: H okkien, Teochew, Can-
tonese, and H akka, all fr om southern 
China. Living in cr owded bunks in the 
buildings that sprang up behind the go-
downs, or war ehouses, these immigrants 
formed secret societies, social and political 
organizations made up of r esidents who 
shared similar ancestr y or Chinese home-
towns. These clan gr oups helped ne w 
arrivals get settled and find work, and car-
ried money and messages back to workers’ 
families in China. B ut it was the secr et 
societies’ other contribution—to gam-
bling, str eet crime, and violence—that 
helped fuel S ingapore’s image as a lawless 
boomtown, filled with all the ex citement 
and danger of a frontier town in America’s 
Wild West. S urrounded b y boundless  
opportunity, many Chinese immigrants 
found gr eat success, building for tunes as 
businessmen and traders.

Indians w ere quick to become S inga-
pore’s second-largest community . M ost 
were traders or labor ers, but many others 
were tr oops carried with the B rits. M ost 
came fr om southern I ndia, fr om the  
mainly Tamil-speaking population, includ-
ing the Chettiars, M uslim moneylenders 
who financed the building of several places 
of worship in the early neighborhoods. 
After 1825, the British turned over posses-
sion of B encoolen on S umatra to the 
Dutch, transferring the thousands of  
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Impressions
If no untimely fate awaits it, Singapore promises to become the emporium and pride 
of the East.

–Sir Stamford Raffles, 1823
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Indian prisoners incarcerated there to Sin-
gapore, where they were put to work con-
structing the buildings and clearing the 
land that the fledgling settlement needed. 
After they ’d wor ked off their sentences, 
many stay ed in S ingapore to wor k their 
trade as free men.

During this period, the I stana Kam-
pong G lam was built in Raffles ’s desig-
nated Malay enclave, along with the Sultan 
Mosque. The surr ounding str eets sup-
ported a large but modest M alay settle-
ment of businesses and residences.

THE BOOMTOWN YEARS 
(1827–1942)
Despite early successes, S ingapore was 
almost entir ely dependent on entr epôt 
trade, which was literally at the whim of 
the winds. D utch trading po wer still  
threatened its economic health, and the 
opening of Chinese trading ports to West-
ern ships placed S ingapore in a precarious 
position. The soil on the island barely sup-
ported a small sago palm industr y, and 
with the lack of natural r esources, S inga-
pore had to constantly look to trade for 
survival. True economic stability wouldn ’t 
arrive until the 1860s.

Major changes around the globe had an 
enormous effect on S ingapore in the sec-
ond half of the 19th century. In 1869, the 
Suez Canal opened, linking the M editer-
ranean and the Red Sea and putting Singa-
pore in a prime position on the  
Europe–East Asia r oute. I n addition,  
steamship trav el made the trip to S inga-
pore less dependent on trade winds. The 

shorter travel time not only saw entr epôt 
trade leap to new heights, but also allowed 
leisure trav elers to consider S ingapore a 
viable stop on their itinerary.

The blossoming I ndustrial R evolution 
thirsted for raw materials, namely tin and 
rubber. M alaya was alr eady being mined 
for tin, much of which changed hands in 
Singapore. R ubber didn’t enter the scene 
until 1877, when “M ad” H enry Ridley , 
director of the Botanic Gardens, smuggled 
the first r ubber seedlings fr om B razil to 
Singapore. After developing a new way to 
tap latex, he finally convinced planters in 
Malaya to begin plantations. To this day 
rubber r emains a major industr y for  
Malaysia.

WORLD WAR II
Although the B ritish maintained a mili-
tary base of operations on the island, S in-
gapore was vir tually untouched b y World 
War I. J ust befor e the G reat D epression, 
however, B ritain bo wed to U.S. pr essure 
and broke off r elations with J apan due to 
the latter ’s incr easing militar y po wer. A t 
this time, S ingapore’s defense became a 
primary concern; ho wever, the B ritish, 
believing any invasion would come by sea, 
installed heavy artillery along the southern 
coastline, leaving the nor th of the island 
virtually unprotected.

In 1941, on the night of D ecember 7, 
the J apanese attacked P earl H arbor, 
invaded the P hilippines and H ong Kong, 
landed in southern Thailand, and dropped 
the first bombs on Singapore.

3

Resource Scarcity
Entrepôt trade is the term given when imported commodities are processed, 
graded and repackaged, and then exported at a markup. For a resource-scarce 
city like Singapore, entrepôt trade has been a lifeline: In the late 19th century, 
Singapore was the world’s largest tin-smelting center. Today Singapore is the 
third-largest petroleum refiner, importing oil from Malaysia and Indonesia.
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Japanese Lieut. G eneral Yamashita, 
emerging from battles in Mongolia, saw a 
definite adv antage in S ingapore’s unpr o-
tected northern flank and stealthily moved 
three divisions—almost 20,000 tr oops—
down the Malay Peninsula on bicycles. On 
the evening of February 8, 1942, the army 
quietly inv aded the island. F or days, the 
British tried to hold off their attackers, but 
lost gr ound. Within days, the J apanese 
were firmly entrenched.

The occupation brought terrible condi-
tions to multiethnic S ingapore, as the 
Japanese r uled harshly and punished any 
word of dissent with prison or worse. Mass 
executions w ere commonplace, prisoners 
of war were tortured and killed, and it was 
said that the beaches at Changi ran r ed 
with blood. S ome prisoners that sur vived 
were sent to Thailand to work on the rail-
way. Conditions were worst for the island’s 
Chinese, many of whom w ere arr ested 
indiscriminately simply because of their 
ethnicity, r owed out to sea, and dumped 
overboard. Little information fr om the 
outside world, sav e Japanese propaganda, 
reached S ingapore’s citiz ens during this 
time. P overty, sickness, and star vation 
became a daily reality.

Mercifully, the Japanese surrender came 
before S ingapore became a battlegr ound 
once again. O n September 5, 1945, B rit-
ish warships arrived, and a w eek later, the 
Japanese officially surr endered to Lor d 
Louis Mountbatten, supreme Allied com-
mander in Southeast Asia.

THE POST WAR YEARS
Under British r ule once again, S ingapore 
spent the follo wing 10 y ears r evitalizing 
itself, while effor ts to become a fully self-
governing nation were tantamount. Living 
conditions w ere terrible and food was 
scarce, but the B ritish helped with post-
occupation reconstruction to clean up the 
port and harbor and r eturn them to civil-
ian contr ol, r estore public utilities, and 
overhaul the police force. However, resent-
ment against the B ritish was v ery str ong 
for the way they ’d lost the island to the 
Japanese in 1941.

THE RISE OF LEE KUAN 
YEW & SINGAPOREAN 
INDEPENDENCE
In 1949, Lee Kuan Yew, a third-generation 
Straits Chinese and a law student at Cam-
bridge, formed a discussion gr oup in  
London aimed at bringing together  
Malayan o verseas students. U pon his  
return to S ingapore, his education com-
pleted, Lee made a name for himself as an 
effective cour troom lawy er. Ar ound this 
time, Chinese in Malaya were forming the 
Malaya Communist P arty, inspir ed b y 
mainland China ’s br eak fr om Western 
hegemonic po wers, as a path to ward 
national independence. Although Lee  
secretly detested communist politics, he 
recognized the str ength of their numbers. 
Backed b y local communists, he formed 
the People’s Action Party (PAP).

By 1957, M alaya had gained indepen-
dence, and Singapore was granted permis-
sion to establish its o wn fully elected, 
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Made in Singapore
Tiger Balm is one of Singapore’s most endearing global brands. The herbal oint-
ment, which comes in tiny glass pots covered in colorful postage-stamp paper 
scrawled with Chinese characters and a leaping tiger, was actually invented in 
Burma in the late 1800s by Aw Chu Kin. In 1920, his two sons, Aw Boon Haw and 
Aw Boon Par, moved the business to Singapore, where it has been based since.
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51-seat Legislativ e Assembly . I n the first 
elections for this body, in 1959, the popu-
lar P AP sw ept 43 of the seats and Lee 
Kuan Yew became the city-state ’s first 
prime minister . I t wasn ’t until after his 
election that it became evident that Lee ’s 
politics were not in line with communist 
ideals.

After his election, it was Lee ’s wish to 
see S ingapore and M alaya unite as one 
nation, but the M alayan government was 
fearful of S ingapore’s dominant Chinese 
influence and fought to keep the city-state 
out. In 1963, ho wever, they br oke down 

and admitted S ingapore as a member . I t 
was a short-lived marriage. When the PAP 
began to expand its influence thr oughout 
Malaysia, as the ne w union was r enamed, 
the latter became distrustful and demanded 
Singapore be expelled. O n A ugust 9,  
1965, S ingapore found itself an entir ely 
independent countr y. Lee ’s tear ful televi-
sion br oadcast announcing S ingapore’s 
expulsion fr om M alaysia and simultane-
ous gain of independence is one of the 
most famous in S ingapore’s histor y. I n 
1971, the last B ritish militar y for ces left 
the island.

BOOKS
If you’re having trouble finding nonfiction 
books about S ingapore in bookstor es 
where y ou liv e, I suggest y ou wait until 
you arriv e, then br owse local shelv es, 
where you’ll find tons of books about the 
country and its history, culture, arts, food, 
along with local fiction. F or inter esting 
and informativ e r eads that y ou can find 
(or or der) thr ough y our neighborhood 
bookstore, here’s a good place to star t:

From Third World to First: The Singapore 
Story: 1965–2000, by Lee Kuan Yew (Har-
perCollins), details the history and policies 
behind S ingapore’s r emarkable economic 
success, written by the man who was at the 
helm.

The S ingapore S tory: M emoirs of Lee 
Kuan Y ew, b y Lee K uan Yew (P rentice 
Hall). An intimate account of M inister 
Mentor Lee ’s personal journey , this book 
will giv e insight into one of the world ’s 
most talked-about leaders.

Crossroads: A Popular History of M alay-
sia & S ingapore, b y J im B aker ( Times 
Books International). A readable history of 
Singapore and M alaysia fr om a longtime 
resident and expert.

The S ingapore G rip, b y J. G. F arrell 
(Knopf ). A highly enjo yable work of his-
torical fiction written b y a Booker P rize 

winner takes you back to Singapore on the 
brink of World War II to examine the last 
days of the British Empire.

King R at, b y J ames Clav ell (D ell). I n 
this no vel set in S ingapore during the 
Japanese Occupation, an American PO W 
struggles to outwit the system in a harsh 
prison camp.

Lord J im, b y J oseph Conrad (P enguin 
Classics). Written in 1900, this classic nar-
rative tells the stor y of a man’s struggle to 
find r edemption in a S outheast Asian 
post. 

West from Singapore, by Louis L’Amour 
(Bantam). F ew kne w that Mr . L ’Amour 
was a Merchant Marine in Southeast Asia. 
In this novel, he creates his brand of fasci-
nating American West stor ytelling, only 
this tale takes place in the waters ar ound 
pre–World War II Singapore.

Rogue Trader, b y N ick Leeson ( Time 
Warner). The subtitle says it all: “H ow I 
Brought Down Barings Bank and S hook 
the F inancial World,” written b y S inga-
pore’s most notorious expatriate.

FILM
Few major motion pictures have been shot 
in or are about Singapore. Of note is Peter 
Bogdanovich’s Saint Jack (1979), the only 
American film to hav e been shot entir ely 

3  S I N G A P O R E  I N  P O P U L A R  C U LT U R E
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in Singapore. It was banned by the Singa-
pore go vernment, as it had been filmed 
secretly, capturing the city ’s seedy under-
belly. The film is based on a (curr ently 
out-of-print) novel by Paul Theroux of the 
same name. B en G azarra plays the title 
character, who is a pimp in 1970s S inga-
pore. In 2008, the film was finally removed 
from the black list.

Nick Leeson ’s autobiographical wor k 
Rogue Trader was made into a movie of the 
same name in 1999 starring E wan 
McGregor.

While S ingapore has a small fledgling 
local film industr y, one dir ector has  
received top honors at film festivals around 
the world for his ex cellent homegr own 
Singapore films. Director Eric Khoo’s most 
recent project My Magic (2008) was nom-
inated for the G olden P alm at the 61st 
Cannes F ilm F estival, wher e the film ’s 
screening prompted a 15-minute standing 
ovation.
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Singaporeans pride themselv es in their 
local cuisine, many times trav eling to far 
corners of the island just to seek out the 
perfect wonton or the most succulent chili 
crab. The tr ue local eating experience is 
the open-air hawker center , wher e tiny 
cooking stalls are operated by families who 
hand secret recipes down through genera-
tions—the best stalls can attract long lines 
daily. Choose fr om traditional Chinese, 
Malay, and I ndian fav orites under one 
roof. A meal at a hawker center is undoubt-
edly one of the truest Singaporean encoun-
ters.

Excellent cuisine from around the world 
can also be found in restaurants that range 
from moderately priced cafes and small 
venues to veritable palaces of gastronomy.

Connoisseurs may be inter ested to  
visit S ingapore either in A pril, during 
the World G ourmet S ummit (www .
worldgourmetsummit.com), or in J uly, 
during the Singapore F ood F estival 
(www.singaporefoodfestival.com). 

CHINESE CUISINE
The large Chinese population in S inga-
pore makes this ob viously the most com-
mon type of food you’ll find, and by right, 
any good description of S ingaporean food 
should begin with the most prevalent Chi-
nese regional styles. Many Chinese restau-
rants in the West ar e lumped into one 
category—Chinese—with only mild  
acknowledgment of Sichuan and dim sum. 
But China ’s a big place, and its siz e is 

4  E AT I N G  A N D  D R I N K I N G  I N  S I N G A P O R E

Tips  How to Handle Your Asian Meal

You’ll notice that not all Asians use chopsticks. The Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, 
and Vietnamese use them, while the Thais, Malays, and Indians do not (except for 
some noodle dishes). How can you tell who uses what? I f your rice is served in a 
bowl, use chopsticks. If it’s served on a flat plate, use a combination fork and 
spoon (the spoon is the ac tual eating utensil, the fork used only to push the food 
around).
 Southern Indians and Malays also eat with their hands. If you choose to try 
this traditional style of eating, make sure to wash your hands before and after 
your meal, and use only your right hand for the task.

D
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reflected in its many different tastes, ingre-
dients, and preparation styles.

A lot of hawker center far e is inspir ed 
by regional Chinese home cooking. Local 
favorites like carr ot cake (white radishes 
that are steamed and pounded until soft, 
then fried in egg, garlic, and chili), H ok-
kien bak ku teh  (boiled por k ribs in an 
herbal soup), Teochew kway teo w (stir-
fried rice noodles with egg, prawns, and 
fish), and the number-one fav orite for 
foreigners, Hainanese chicken rice (poached 
sliced chicken br east ser ved o ver rice  
cooked in chicken stock). S ee section 8, 
“Hawker Centers,” in chapter 6 for mor e 
on the hawker food scene.

Fusion cuisine  has been hitting the 
market hard as globalization takes contr ol 
of S ingaporean palates. Also called “East 
meets West” or “N ew Asia, ” this cuisine 
combines Eastern and Western ingredients 
and cooking styles for a whole ne w eating 
experience. Some of it wor ks, some of it 
doesn’t, but tr ue gourmet connoisseurs 
consider it all a culinary atrocity.
CANTONESE CUISINE  Cantonese-
style food is what y ou usually find in the 
West: Your stir-fries, wontons, and sw eet-
and-sour sauces all come fr om this south-
ern r egion. Cantonese cooks emphasiz e 
freshness of ingredients, and typical prepa-
ration involves quick stir-frying in light oil 
or steaming for tender meats and crisp , 
flavorful vegetables. These are topped with 
light sauces that ar e sometimes sw eet. 
Cantonese-style food also includes roasted 
meats like suckling pig and the red-roasted 
pork that ’s ev er pr esent in Western Chi-
nese dishes. Compar ed to nor thern styles 
of Chinese cuisine, Cantonese food can be 
bland, especially when sauces and br oths 

are overthickened and slimy. Singaporean 
palates demand the standar d dish of chili 
condiment at the table, which sometimes 
helps the flav or. O ne hear ty Cantonese 
dish that has made it to local cuisine fame 
is clay pot rice, which is rice cooked with 
chicken, Chinese sausage, and mush-
rooms, pr epared in—y ou guessed it—a 
clay pot.

Shark’s fin soup  can be found on the 
menu of many Cantonese restaurants, but 
if you have an inter est in animal w elfare, 
you may wish to steer clear , as it ’s consid-
ered to be endangering the world ’s shark 
population.

The Cantonese ar e also r esponsible for 
dim sum (or tim sum, as you’ll sometimes 
see it written around Singapore). Meaning 
“little hear ts,” dim sum is a v ariety of 
deep-fried or steamed buns, spring r olls, 
dumplings, meatballs, spar eribs, and a 
host of other bite-siz e treats. It’s a favorite 
in S ingapore, especially for lunch. A t a 
dim sum buffet, dishes ar e offer ed fr om 
table to table and y ou simply point to 
what appeals. Food is served in small por-
tions, sometimes still in the steamer . Take 
only one item on your plate at a time and 
stack the empty plates as y ou finish each 
one. Traditionally, you’d be charged by the 
plate, but sometimes y ou can find gr eat 
all-you-can-eat buffets for a good price.
BEIJING CUISINE  Beijing cuisine, its 
rich garlic and bean-paste flavoring betray-
ing just a touch of chili, comes to us fr om 
the nor th of China. H eavier sauces allo w 
for greater selections of beef and mutton, 
rarely found on southern Chinese menus. 
The most famous B eijing-style dish is 
Beijing duck  (also kno wn as P eking 
duck). The crispy skin is pulled away and 
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Tips  How to Use Chopsticks

Don’t stick them upright in any dish, don’t gesture with them, and don’t suck on 
them. Dropped chopsticks are also considered bad luck.
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cut into pieces, which y ou then wrap in 
thin pancakes with spring onion and a 
touch of sw eet plum sauce. The meat is 
served later in a dish that’s equally scrump-
tious.
SHANGHAINESE CUISINE  S hanghai-
nese cuisine is similar to its B eijing coun-
terpart but tends to be mor e oily. Because 
of Shanghai’s proximity to the sea, Shang-
hainese recipes also include more fish. The 
exotic drunken prawns  and the popular 
drunken chicken  ar e both fr om this  
regional style, as is the mysterious bird’s 
nest soup, made from swift’s nests.
SICHUAN CUISINE  S ichuan cuisine, 
second only to Cantonese in the West, also 
relies on the rich flav ors of garlic, sesame 
oil, and bean paste, but is heavier on the 
chilies than S hanghainese cuisine— much 
heavier on the chilies. S ugar is also some-
times added to cr eate tangy sauces. S ome 
dishes can r eally pack a punch, but ther e 
are many Sichuan dishes that are not spicy. 
Popular ar e chicken with dried chilies  
and hot-and-sour soup. Another regional 
variation, Hunan cuisine, is also renowned 
for its fiery spice and can be distinguished 
from Sichuan style by its darker sauces.
TEOCHEW CUISINE  T eochew cuisine 
uses fish as its main ingr edient and is also 
known for its light soups. Many dishes are 
steamed, and in fact steamboat, which is 
a popular poolside menu item in hotels, 
gets its origins fr om this style. F or steam-
boat, boiling broth is brought to the table, 
and y ou dunk pieces of fish, meat, and 

vegetables into it, a la fondue. O ther Teo-
chew contributions to local cuisine are the 
Teochew fish ball,  a springy ball made 
from pounded fish ser ved in a noodle 
soup, and the traditional S ingaporean 
breakfast dish congee (or moi), which is 
rice porridge ser ved with fried fish, salted 
vegetables, and sometimes boiled egg.  
Also, if y ou see braised goose  on the 
menu, you’re definitely in a Teochew res-
taurant.
HOKKIEN CUISINE  Although the 
Hokkiens ar e the most pr evalent dialect 
group in S ingapore, their style of cuisine 
rarely makes it to r estaurant tables, basi-
cally because it ’s simple and homey . Two 
dishes that hav e become local cuisine 
favorites, however, are the oyster omelet,  
flavored with garlic and soy, and Hokkien 
mee, thick wheat noodles with seafood, 
meat, and vegetables in a heavy sauce.

MALAY CUISINE
Malay cuisine combines I ndonesian and 
Thai flav ors, blending ginger , turmeric, 
chilies, lemon grass, and dried shrimp 
paste to make unique curries. H eavy on 
coconut milk and peanuts, M alay food 
can at times be on the sw eet side. The 
most popular Malay curries are rendang, a 
dry, dark, and heavy coconut-based curr y 
served over meat; sambal, a red and spicy 
chili sauce; and sambal belacan, a condi-
ment of fr esh chilies, dried shrimp paste, 
and lime juice.

The ultimate Malay dish in Singapore is 
satay, sw eet barbecued meat kabobs  
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One from Column A, One from Column B . . .
Western cuisine serves each diner a plate with a complete meal for one. Not so 
with the Asians, where, even in the finest restaurants, Chinese, Indian, and every 
other kind of Asian fare is served “family style.” To fully appreciate the experience, 
order a meat dish, a seafood dish, and a vegetable dish to share between two or 
three people. With your rice bowl in front of you, take only small ser vings of each 
dish at a time. For a larger party, add on a soup dish, plus other meat, seaf ood, 
and veggie selections for a variety of tastes to go around.
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dipped in chili peanut sauce. M ost Malay 
food is served as Nasi padang—a big pile 
of rice surrounded by meat, egg, vegetable, 
tofu, and condiments smother ed in tasty , 
spicy gravy. 

PERANAKAN CUISINE
Peranakan cuisine came out of the S traits-
born Chinese community and combines 
such mainland Chinese ingr edients as  
noodles and oyster sauces with local Malay 
flavors of coconut milk and peanuts.  
Laksa lemak  is a gr eat example of the 
combination, mixing Chinese rice flour 
noodles into a soup of M alay-style spicy 
coconut cr eam with chunks of seafood. 
Another favorite, popiah, is the Peranakan 
version of a spring r oll, combining sw eet 
turnip, chopped egg, chili sauce, and  
prawns in a delicate wrap . Otak-otak is 
very unique. I t’s toasted mashed fish with 
coconut milk and chili, wrapped in a 
banana leaf and grilled over flames.

INDIAN CUISINE
SOUTHERN INDIAN CUISINE S outh-
ern I ndian food is a super-hot blend of 
spices in a coconut milk base. Rice is the 
staple, along with thin breads such as prata 
and dosai, which are good for curling into 
shovels to scoop up drippy curries. Vege-
tarian dishes ar e abundant, a r esult of 
Hindu-mandated v egetarianism, and use 
lots of chickpeas and lentils in curr y and 
chili gravies. Vindaloo, meat or poultry in 
a tangy and spicy sauce, is also w ell 
known.

Banana leaf r estaurants, sur ely the 
most interesting way to experience south-
ern I ndian food in S ingapore, ser ve up 
meals on banana leaves cut like place mats. 
It’s v ery informal. S poons and for ks ar e 
provided, but if you want to act local, use 
your hands. R emember to use y our right 
hand only, as that is the pr oper etiquette, 
and don ’t forget to wash up befor e and 
after at the tap.

One tip for eating very spicy foods is to 
mix a larger pr oportion of rice to gravy . 

Don’t drink in betw een bites, but eat 
through the burn. Your brow may sw eat, 
but your mouth will build a tolerance as 
you eat, and the flavors will come through 
more fully.
NORTHERN INDIAN CUISINE N orth-
ern I ndian food combines y ogurts and 
creams with a milder, more delicate blend 
of herbs and chilies than is found in its 
southern neighbor. I t’s ser ved most often 
with breads like fluffy nans and flat chapa-
tis. Marinated meats like chicken or fish, 
cooked in the tandoor clay o ven, ar e the 
highlight of a northern Indian meal.

Northern I ndian r estaurants ar e mor e 
upmarket and expensive than the southern 
ones, but although they offer mor e of the 
comforts associated with dining out, the 
southern banana leaf experience is more of 
an adventure.

Some Singaporean variations on Indian 
cuisine are mee goreng, fried noodles with 
chili and curry gravy, and fish head curry, 
a giant fish head simmer ed in a br oth of 
coconut curry, chilies, and fragrant season-
ings.

Muslim influences on Indian food have 
produced roti prata, a humble late-night 
snack of fried br ead served with chickpea 
gravy, and murtabak, a fried prata filled 
with minced meat, onion, and egg.  
Between the Muslims’ dietary laws (halal) 
forbidding por k and the H indus’ r egard 
for the sacred cow, Indian food is the one 
cuisine that can be eaten b y every kind of 
Singaporean.

JAPANESE CUISINE
Japanese food is v ery popular in the city , 
and not only with the J apanese expat 
population. S ingaporeans lo ve the focus 
on quality fresh ingredients, as well as the 
ease with which y ou can grab sushi on a 
break from the office or shopping. Quality 
and price ranges fr om supermarket refrig-
erator sushi, to conv eyer-belt r estaurant 
chains, right up to the epicur ean shrines 
that fly their ingr edients fr eshly fr om 
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fruit to the r ed and hair y rambutan, they 
are all wor thy of a tr y, either whole or 
juiced.

Dare to tr y it if y ou will: The fruit to 
sample—the v eritable king of fr uits—is 
the durian, a large green, spiky fruit that, 
when cut open, smells worse than old ten-
nis shoes. The “best ” ones ar e in season 
every J une, when S ingaporeans go wild 
over them. In case you’re curious, the fruit 
has a cr eamy textur e and tastes lightly 
sweet and deeply musky.

One inter esting note on fr uits: The 
Chinese believe that foods contain either 
yin or yang qualities with corr esponding 
“heaty” and “cooling” effects. According to 
Traditional Chinese M edicine ( TCM) 
practitioners, fried and oily foods ar e 
heaty, pr oducing heat in the body , and, 
therefore, should be kept to a minimum in 
the Tropics, and the same is tr ue for some 
fruits. Whereas watermelon, star fruit, and 
oranges ar e cooling, mangoes, litchi, and 
durians are heaty. Taking too many heaty 
foods is believed to result in a fever, aches, 
and sore throat, for which the best remedy 
is to take Chinese tea. 

Tokyo’s Tsujiki fish mar ket ev ery day . 
Other than sushi, plenty of places special-
ize in cooked foods including noodles, 
delicately fried tempura, and hearty dishes 
like tonkatsu (br eaded, fried por k, rather 
like Wienerschnitzel).

SEAFOOD
One cannot describe S ingaporean food 
without mentioning the abundance of 
fresh seafood. B ut most impor tant is the 
uniquely Singaporean chili crab, chopped 
and smothered in a thick tangy chili sauce. 
Pepper crabs  and black pepper crayfish  
are also a thrill. Instead of chili sauce, these 
shellfish ar e ser ved in a thick black-pep-
per-and-soy sauce.

FRUITS
A walk through a wet market at any time 
of y ear will sho w you just what wonders 
the Tropics can pr oduce. Varieties of  
banana, fr esh coconut, papaya, mango, 
and pineapple ar e just a fe w of the fr esh 
and juicy fr uits av ailable y ear-round; in 
addition, S outheast Asia has an amazing 
selection of exotic and almost unimagina-
ble fr uits. F rom the light and juicy star 



Planning Your Trip 
to Singapore

The seasoned traveler typically has as man y travel nightmares as he  
has glorious experiences—the luggage gets sent to Timbuktu, the hotel r eservations get 
lost, and the taxi driv er takes the $500 scenic r oute to nowhere. The good ne ws about 
traveling to S ingapore? This place wor ks. A seamless communications infrastr ucture 
means that you can plan your own trip, without a travel agent, and still have everything 
go as smoothly as if you were on an organized coach tour. Reliable phone lines, fax tech-
nology, and Internet presence make advance planning a br eeze. Of course, it helps that 
so many Singaporeans speak English. Additionally, the Singapore Tourism Board (STB) 
is a wealthy and well-oiled machine that has anticipated the needs of trav elers.

The STB is perhaps one of the most visible government agencies in Singapore, and it’s 
impossible for any tourist to get out of the countr y without encountering at least one of 
its many publications or postings or coming face-to-face with one of its innumerable 
representatives. If you have access to one of its offices befor e your trip, it’s a great source 
of information. (M ore information on STB is listed under “ Visitor I nformation,” 
below.)

In this chapter, I’ll run through the nuts and bolts of trav el to Singapore, letting you 
in on everything from how much your money will buy to the best time of year to travel, 
what to wear, how to get here, and how to find your way around. For additional help in 
planning your trip and for more on-the-ground resources in Singapore, please turn to the 
“Fast Facts,” appendix on p. 290.

3

The long arm of the Singapore Tourism 
Board (STB) reaches many overseas audi-
ences thr ough its branch offices, which 
will gladly provide brochures and booklets 
to help you plan your trip, and through its 
detailed w ebsite, at  www .visitsingapore.
com.

After y ou arriv e in S ingapore, sev eral 
visitor centers ar e staffed to assist, begin-
ning with information desks at the Arrival 
Halls in Terminals 1, 2, and 3 at Changi 
Airport, open daily fr om 6am to 2am. 
Other visitor centers are located in the city 
as follows: at the junction of O rchard and 
Cairnhill r oads (cater-corner ed fr om the 

Meritus M andarin H otel), open daily  
from 9:30am to 10:30pm; in Little I ndia 
at the I nnCrowd Backpackers’ Hostel, at 
73 Dunlop Street, open daily fr om 10am 
to 10pm; and at S untec G alleria, open 
from 10am to 6pm daily.

STB operates an information hotline 
from 8am to 9pm daily that is toll-fr ee 
within S ingapore at & 800/736-2000. 
Generally, STB has up-to-date informa-
tion, but if you need accurate information 
about travel timetables, I r ecommend you 
call airlines, ferry services, bus companies, 
or train stations directly.

1  V I S I TO R  I N F O R M AT I O N
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PASSPORTS
For information on how to get a passport, 
go to “Passports” in the “Fast Facts: Singa-
pore” appendix (p . 293)—the w ebsites 
listed pr ovide do wnloadable passpor t 
applications as well as the curr ent fees for 
processing passpor t applications. F or an 
up-to-date, countr y-by-country listing of 
passport r equirements ar ound the world, 
go to the “F oreign E ntry R equirement” 
Web page of the U.S. State Department at 
http://travel.state.gov.

VISAS
To enter Singapore, you must have a pass-
port valid for at least 6 months fr om your 
date of entr y. Leisur e trav elers fr om the 
United S tates, Canada, A ustralia, N ew 
Zealand, and the United Kingdom are not 
required to obtain a visa prior to arrival. A 
Social Visit P ass (with combined social 
and business status) good for up to 30 days 
(up to 90 days for U.S. visitors) will be 
awarded upon entr y for trav elers arriving 
by plane, or for 14 days if y our trip is b y 
ship or overland from Malaysia or Indone-
sia. Children traveling with par ents from 
countries that qualify for a S ocial Visit 
Pass upon arriv al can obtain entr y with 
their own passport (provided it’s valid for 
at least 6 months). I nfants can enter on 
their parents’ passports.

MEDICAL REQUIREMENTS
Singapore does not r equire any v accina-
tions to enter the countr y, unless y ou’ve 
been traveling in Africa or S outh America 
within 6 days of arriv al, in which case 
you’ll need a cer tificate that sho ws you’ve 
been vaccinated against yellow fever.

CUSTOMS
What You Can Bring into 
Singapore
There’s no r estriction on the amount of 
currency y ou can bring into S ingapore. 

For those o ver 18 y ears of age who hav e 
arrived from countries other than Malaysia 
and have spent mor e than 48 hours out-
side S ingapore, allo wable duty-fr ee con-
cessions ar e 1 liter of spirits; 1 liter of 
wine; and 1 liter of either por t, sherry, or 
beer, all of which must be intended for 
personal consumption only . There are no 
duty-free concessions on cigar ettes or  
other tobacco items. I f y ou ex ceed the 
duty-free limitations, y ou can bring y our 
excess items in upon payment of goods 
and ser vices tax (GST ) and C ustoms 
duty.

Prohibited Items
It is important to note that S ingapore has 
some v ery unique pr ohibitions on the 
import of cer tain items. While pr etty 
much every country in the world, includ-
ing S ingapore, pr ohibits trav elers fr om 
bringing items like plutonium, explosiv es, 
and firearms through Customs—the same 
goes with agricultural products such as live 
plants and animals, contr olled substances, 
and poisons—S ingapore adds to the list 
any type of printed or r ecorded pornogra-
phy; pirated mo vies, music, or softwar e; 
and to y or decorativ e guns, kniv es, or 
swords. A detailed rundown of prohibited 
items can be found on the Net at the Min-
istry of H ome Affairs home page: www.
mha.gov.sg.

Singapore’s Drug Policy
With all of the publicity surr ounding the 
issue, S ingapore’s strict dr ug policy  
shouldn’t need r ecapitulation, but her e it 
is: Importing, selling, or using illegal nar-
cotics is absolutely forbidden. P unish-
ments are severe, up to and including the 
death penalty (automatic for morphine 
quantities ex ceeding 30 grams, her oin 
exceeding 15 grams, cocaine 30 grams, 
marijuana 500 grams, hashish 200 grams, 
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Canadian C itizens: F or a clear sum-
mary of Canadian r ules, write for the 
booklet I D eclare, issued b y the Canada 
Border S ervices Agency ( & 800/461-
9999 in Canada, or 204/983-3500; www.
cbsa-asfc.gc.ca).

U.K. C itizens: F or information, con-
tact HM Customs & E xcise at & 0845/
010-9000 (fr om outside the U.K., 020/
8929-0152), or consult their w ebsite at 
www.hmce.gov.uk.

Australian C itizens: A helpful br o-
chure available from Australian consulates 
or Customs offices is Know Before You Go. 
For more information, call the Australian 
Customs Service at & 1300/363-263, or 
log on to www.customs.gov.au.

New Zealand Citizens: Most questions 
are answered in a fr ee pamphlet av ailable 
at New Zealand consulates and C ustoms 
offices: New Z ealand C ustoms G uide for 
Travellers, Notice no. 4. For more informa-
tion, contact New Zealand Customs, The 
Customhouse, 17–21 Whitmore St., Box 
2218, W ellington (& 04/473-6099 or 
0800/428-786; www.customs.govt.nz).

opium 1.2 kilograms, or methamphet-
amines 250 grams). I f y ou’re carr ying 
smaller sums (anything above: morphine 3 
grams, her oin 2 grams, cocaine 3 grams, 
marijuana 15 grams, hashish 10 grams, 
opium 100 grams, or methamphetamines 
25 grams), y ou’ll still be consider ed to 
have intent to traffic and may face the 
death penalty if you can’t prove otherwise. 
If you’re crazy enough to try to bring these 
things into the country and you are caught, 
no measure of appeal to y our home con-
sulate will grant y ou any special atten-
tion.

What You Can Take Home 
from Singapore
U.S. Citizens: For specifics on what y ou 
can bring back and the corresponding fees, 
download the inv aluable fr ee pamphlet 
Know B efore You Go online at www.cbp.
gov. (Click on “Travel,” and then click on 
“Know Before You Go! Online Brochure.”) 
Or contact the U.S. C ustoms & Bor der 
Protection (CBP), 1300 Pennsylvania Ave. 
NW, Washington, DC 20229 ( & 877/
287-8667) and request the pamphlet.
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A steady supply of business trav elers keep 
occupancy rates high year-round in Singa-
pore. H owever, some hotels r eport that 
business trav el gets sluggish during the 
months of J uly and A ugust, when they 
target the leisure market more aggressively. 
This is probably your best time to negoti-
ate a favorable rate. Peak season for trav el 
falls betw een D ecember and J une, with 
“super-peak” beginning in mid-D ecember 
and lasting thr ough the Chinese L unar 
New Year, which falls in January or Febru-
ary, depending on the moon ’s cycle. Dur-
ing this season, Asian trav el r outes ar e 
booked solid and hotels ar e max ed out. 
Favorable deals ar e rar e because much of 
Asia takes annual leave at this time. 

As for w eather, because S ingapore is 
137km (85 miles) nor th of the E quator, 
you can pr etty much guarantee that it ’s 
hot. In terms of seasonal variations, you’ve 
got some months that ar e not as warm as 
others, but for the most par t, they ’re all 
still hot.

What does v ary greatly is rainfall. S in-
gapore lies betw een two monsoon winds. 
The Northeast Monsoon arrives the begin-
ning of N ovember and stays until mid-
March, when temperatur es ar e slightly 
cooler, r elatively speaking, than other  
times of the y ear. The heaviest rainfall 
occurs betw een N ovember and J anuary, 
with daily showers that sometimes last for 
long periods of time; at other times, it 
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HOLIDAYS
There are 11 official public holidays (Note: 
The following dates, with regar d to reli-
gious holidays, ar e estimates, as each date 
is subject to a differ ent religious calendar. 
Dates pr ovided her e ar e for r ough plan-
ning only. Please check with the STB prior 
to your trip to verify holidays that fall dur-
ing y our stay.): N ew Year’s D ay ( Jan 1), 
Chinese New Year or Lunar New Year (Feb 
14–15, 2010), Good Friday (Apr 2, 2010), 
Labour Day (May 1), Vesak Day (May 9, 
2009; May 21, 2010), National Day (Aug 
9), Hari Raya Puasa (Eid al-Fitr; Sept 20, 
2009; Sept 8, 2010), D eepavali (Nov 15, 
2009; Nov 5, 2010), Hari Raya Haji (Eid 
al-Adha; Nov 27, 2009; N ov 14, 2010), 
and Christmas D ay (D ec 25). O n these 
days, expect go vernment offices, banks, 
and some shops to be closed.

comes down in short, heavy gusts and goes 
quickly away. Wind speeds are rarely any-
thing mor e than light. The S outhwest 
Monsoon falls between June and Septem-
ber. Temperatures ar e much higher and, 
interestingly, it ’s during this time of y ear 
that Singapore gets the least rain (with the 
very least reported in July).

By and large, y ear-round temperatures 
remain uniform, with a daily av erage of 
81°F (27°C), afternoon temperatur es 
reaching as high as 87°F (31°C), and an 
average sunrise temperature as low as 75°F 
(24°C). R elative humidity often ex ceeds 
90% at night and in the early morning. 
Even on a “dry” afternoon, don’t expect it 
to dr op much belo w 60%. ( The daily 
average is 84% relative humidity.)

JANUARY/FEBRUARY

New Year’s Day. The first day of the 
calendar year is celebrated in S ingapore 
by all races and r eligions. N ew Year’s 
Eve in Singapore is always cause for par-
ties similar to those in the West. Look 
for special ev ents at r estaurants and 
nightclubs, but don ’t expect to find a 
taxi when you need one. January 1.
Lunar New Year or Chinese New Year. 
If you want to catch the biggest event in 
the Chinese calendar and in S ingapore, 
come during Chinese N ew Year for 
parades and festiv als. In 2010 it begins 
on February 14, Valentine’s Day.
Thaipusam F estival. If y ou’re lucky 
enough to be in S ingapore during this 
event, y ou’re in for a bizarr e cultural 
treat. This annual festiv al is celebrated 
by Hindus to give thanks to Lor d Sub-
ramaniam, the child god who represents 

virtue, youth, beauty, and valor. During 
Thaipusam, male H indus who hav e 
made prayers to Subramaniam for spe-
cial wishes must carr y kavadis in grati-
tude. These huge steel racks ar e 
decorated with flo wers and fr uits and 
are held onto the men’s bodies by skew-
ers and hooks that pierce the skin. Car-
rying the kavadis, the dev otees parade 
from Sri Perumal Temple in Little India 
to the S ri Thandayuthapani Temple, 
where family members r emove the  
heavy str uctures. F or an additional  
spectacle, they will pier ce their tongues 
and cheeks with skewers and hang fruits 
from hooks in their flesh. The devotees 
have all undergone strict diet and prayer 
before the festiv al, and it is r eported 
that, after ward, no scars r emain. Late 
January/early February.

CALENDAR OF PUBLIC HOLIDAYS & EVENTS
For an exhaustive list of events beyond those listed here, check http://events.frommers.
com, where you’ll find a sear chable, up-to-the-minute r oster of what ’s happening in 
cities all over the world.
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lunar calendar—which means some-
where around mid-May.
Singapore Ar ts F estival. During this 
month-long festiv al, pr emier local,  
regional, and international music and 
dance per formances ar e staged in a 
number of venues. The cultural perfor-
mances, some modern and some tradi-
tional, ar e always ex cellent and ar e 
highly recommended. Check out www.
singaporeartsfest.com. Late M ay to  
mid-June.

JUNE

Singapore World Invitational Dragon 
Boat R aces. The annual dragon boat 
races are held to r emember the fate of 
Qu Yuan, a patriot and poet during the 
Warring S tates period in Chinese his-
tory (475–221 b.c.) who thr ew himself 
into a riv er to end his suffering at 
watching his state fall into r uin under 
the hands of corr upt leadership . The 
people searched for him in boats shaped 
like dragons, beating gongs and thr ow-
ing rice dumplings into the water to 
distract the Riv er D ragon. Today the 
dragon boat races ar e an international 
event, with rowing teams from up to 20 
countries coming together to compete. 
Drums are still beaten, and rice dump-
lings ar e still a traditional fav orite. 
Contact the STB for information. Late 
June/early July.
The G reat S ingapore S ale. This is a 
month-long pr omotion to incr ease 
retail sales, and most shops will adv er-
tise huge savings for the entir e month. 
It’s well publicized with red banners all 
over Orchard Road. June into July.

JULY

The S ingapore F ood F estival. Local 
chefs compete for honors in this month-
long exhibition of international culi-
nary delights. I t’s a good time to be 
eating in S ingapore, as r estaurants fea-
ture the brand-new creations they have 

MARCH/APRIL

Good Friday. Churches and cathedrals 
hold special ser vices on this Christian 
holiday to r emember the cr ucifixion of 
Christ. S t. J oseph’s on Victoria S treet 
holds an annual candlelight procession. 
Late March/early April.
Qing M ing (All S ouls’ D ay). Qing 
Ming, or All S ouls’ Day, was originally 
a celebration of spring. O n this day , 
Chinese families hav e picnics at ances-
tral graves, cleaning the graves and pull-
ing weeds, lighting red candles, burning 
joss sticks and “hell money ” (paper 
money that, when burned, ascends to 
the afterworld to be used by ancestors), 
and bringing rice, wine, and flowers for 
the deceased in a sho w of ancestral 
piety. Early April.
The S ingapore I nternational F ilm 
Festival. This event showcases critically 
acclaimed wor ks, including interna-
tional films and Singaporean short pro-
ductions. I t’s become a r enowned 
showcase for Asian films, which consti-
tute 40% of those featured. The festival 
includes competitions, wor kshops, and 
tributes to filmmakers. Schedule and 
ticketing information can be obtained 
from its website at www.filmfest.org.sg. 
April.

MAY

Vesak Day. Buddhist shrines and tem-
ples ar e adorned with banners, lights, 
and flo wers; and worshipers gather to 
observe the bir th, enlightenment, and 
death of the Buddha, which all occurred 
on this day . Good places to watch the 
festivities are the Temple of a Thousand 
Lights in Little I ndia or Thian H ock 
Keng Temple in Chinato wn. O n this 
day, Buddhists will r efrain from eating 
meat, donate food to the poor , and set 
animals (especially bir ds) fr ee to sho w 
kindness and gener osity. It falls on the 
full moon of the fifth month of the 
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exchange round mirrors as gifts to r ep-
resent the moon and symboliz e good 
health and success. Today the holiday is 
celebrated by eating moon cakes, which 
are sor t of like little r ound hockey 
pucks filled with lotus seed paste or r ed 
bean paste and a salted duck egg y olk. 
Children light color ful plastic or paper 
lanterns shaped like fish, bir ds, butter-
flies, and, mor e recently, car toon char-
acters. There’s an annual lantern display 
and competition out at the Chinese 
Garden, with acr obatic per formances, 
lion dances, and night bazaars. Late 
September/early October.
Birthday of the M onkey God. In the 
Chinese temples, cer emonies ar e per-
formed b y mediums who pier ce their 
faces and tongues and write pray ers 
with the blood. I n the temple cour t-
yards, you can see Chinese operas and 
puppet sho ws. The Tan S i Chong S u 
Temple on M agazine R oad, upriv er 
from Boat Q uay, is a good bet for see-
ing the cer emonies. Contact the STB 
for information. Late S eptember/early 
October.

OCTOBER/NOVEMBER

Hari R aya P uasa. H ari Raya P uasa 
marks the end of Ramadan, the Muslim 
month of fasting during daylight hours. 
During Ramadan, food stalls line up 
around the Sultan Mosque in Kampong 
Glam, ready to sell tasty Malay goodies 
at sundown. Hari Raya Puasa is a 3-day 
celebration (though only the first day is 
a public holiday) of thanksgiving din-
ners, and non-Muslims are often invited 
to these feasts, as the holiday symbolizes 
an openness of hear t and mind and a 
renewed sense of community . D uring 
the course of the 3 evenings, Geylang is 
decorated with lights and banners and 
the whole area is open for a giant pasar 
malam, or night mar ket. In 2009 and 
2010, the holiday falls in September.

entered in the events. Contact the STB 
for details. July.
Maulidin Nabi. Muslims celebrate the 
birth of the P rophet M ohammed on 
this day. Sultan Mosque is the center of 
the action for M uslims who come to 
chant in praise. July 17.

AUGUST

National D ay. O n A ugust 9, 1965, 
Singapore separated fr om the F edera-
tion of Malaysia, becoming an indepen-
dent r epublic. P atriotism is celebrated 
with a big parade held on a floating 
platform in M arina Bay with liv e per-
formances, music, and fir eworks. Tick-
ets are available only through lottery, so 
few shor t-term visitors ev er get the 
chance to see it live. August 9.
Festival of the H ungry G hosts. The 
Chinese believ e that once a y ear the 
gates of P urgatory ar e opened and all 
the souls inside ar e let loose to wander 
among the living. To appease these rest-
less spirits and prevent evil from falling 
upon themselv es, the Chinese burn  
joss, hell money , and paper r eplicas of 
luxury items, the latter two meant to 
appear in the after world for gr eedy 
ghosts to use. The main event is on the 
15th day of the 7th month of the lunar 
calendar and is celebrated with huge 
feasts. A t mar kets, altars offer moun-
tains of goodies for hungr y ghosts as 
well. Chinese operas ar e per formed 
throughout the month to enter tain the 
spirits and make them mor e docile. 
Nowadays, with Chinese Opera becom-
ing a dying art, a lot of the street perfor-
mances ar e karaoke acts. M id-August/
mid-September.

SEPTEMBER

The Mooncake and Lantern Festivals. 
Traditionally called the M id-Autumn 
Festival, it was celebrated to give thanks 
for a plentiful har vest. The origins date 
from the S ung Dynasty (a.d. 970–
1279), when Chinese officials would 
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candles help to light their way back to 
heaven. During the celebration, S eran-
goon Road in Little I ndia is a mesmer-
izing display of color ed lights and  
decorative ar ches. The dates quoted 
earlier in this section are estimates only, 
as Hindu officials had not released dates 
at the time of writing.
Thimithi Festival. Thimithi begins at 
the Sri Perumal Temple in Little I ndia 
and makes its way in parade fashion to 
the Sri Mariamman Temple in China-
town. Outside the temple, a bed of hot 
coals is pr epared and a priest will lead 
the way, walking first o ver the coals, to 
be followed one at a time b y devotees. 
Crowds gather to watch the spectacle, 
which begins ar ound 5pm. M ake sur e 
you’re early so you can find a good spot. 
Contact the STB for information. Late 
October/early November.
Christmas Light-Up. Orchard Road is 
brilliant in bright and color ful streams 
of Christmas lights and garlands. All of 
the hotels and shopping malls par tici-
pate, dr essed in the usual Christmas 
regalia of nativity scenes and S anta 
Clauses.

DECEMBER

Hari Raya Haji. One of the five pillars 
of I slam inv olves making a pilgrimage 
to Mecca at least once in a lifetime, and 
Hari Raya H aji (E id al-A dha) is cele-
brated the day after pilgrims make this 
annual v oyage to fulfill their spiritual 
promise. Muslims who hav e made the 
journey adopt the title of H aji (for 
men) and H ajjah (for women). After 
morning pray ers, sheep and goats ar e 
sacrificed and their meat is distributed 
to poor families. In 2009 and 2010, this 
holiday falls in November.
Christmas Day. On this day, Christian 
Singaporeans celebrate the bir th of  
Christ. December 25.

Pilgrimage to K usu I sland. D uring 
this month-long period, plan your trips 
to K usu I sland wisely , as the place 
becomes a mob scene. Throughout the 
month (the lunar month, that is), Chi-
nese trav el to this small island to visit 
the temple ther e and pray for another 
year of health and wealth. See chapter 7 
for mor e information on K usu. O cto-
ber/November.
Festival of the N ine-Emperor G od. 
During this celebration, held o ver the 
first 9 days of the ninth month of the 
lunar calendar (to the Chinese, the 
double nines ar e par ticularly auspi-
cious), temples ar e packed with wor-
shipers, hawkers sell r eligious items  
outside, and Chinese operas ar e per-
formed for the N ine-Emperor G od, a 
composite of nine former emper ors 
who contr ol the pr osperity and health 
of worshipers. A t the height of the fes-
tival, priests write pray ers with their 
own blood. On the ninth day, the festi-
val closes as the N ine-Emperor G od’s 
spirit, contained in an urn, is sent to sea 
on a small decorated boat. Contact the 
STB for information. Late October.
Navarathiri Festival. During this 9-day 
festival, H indus make offerings to the 
wives of S hiva, Vishnu, and B rahma. 
The center point in the ev enings is S ri 
Thandayuthapani T emple, where 
dances and musical per formances ar e 
staged. P erformances begin ar ound 
7:30pm. Contact the STB for informa-
tion. Late October/early November.
Deepavali. Hindus and Sikhs celebrate 
Deepavali (also called D iwali) as the 
first day of their calendar. The new year 
is ushered in with ne w clothing, social 
feasts, and gatherings. I t’s a beautiful 
holiday, with H indu temples aglo w 
from the tiny ear then candles placed in 
crevices in the sides of walls. H indus 
believe that the souls of the deceased 
come to earth during this time, and the 
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GETTING TO SINGAPORE
By Plane
Singapore’s award-winning Changi Inter-
national Airport is a major transportation 
hub for many of the world ’s largest pas-
senger airlines, so flights fr om all corners 
of the globe are convenient. 

In my experience, the best deals ar e 
offered thr ough Asian carriers. Compar e 
fares at J apan Airlines (www .jal.co.jp), 
Korean Air (www.koreanair.com), Cathay 
Pacific Air ways (www.cathaypacific.com), 
Malaysia Airlines (www .malaysiaairlines.
com), and Thai Air ways I nternational 
(www.thaiair.com). O therwise, I’ ve listed 
information for a fe w major airlines  
below.

Singapore’s national carrier , Singapore 
Airlines (& 800/742-3333 in the U.S. 
and Canada, & 0844/800-2380 in the 
U.K., & 131011 in A ustralia, & 0800/
808-909 in New Zealand, or & 65/6223-
8888 in S ingapore; www .singaporeair.
com), is arguably one of the finest airlines 
in the world, with r eliable ser vice that is 
second to none. I t’s the most luxurious 
way to fly to Singapore, but sometimes the 
most expensive as w ell. It connects major 
cities in N orth America, E urope, Austra-
lia, and N ew Z ealand to S ingapore with 
daily flights.

From North America, United Airlines  
(& 800/864-8331 in the U.S. or 65/6873-
3533 in S ingapore; www .ual.com) and 
Northwest Airlines (& 800/225-2525 in 
the U.S.  or 65/6336-3371 in S ingapore; 
www.nwa.com) link all major destinations 
in the U.S. with Singapore.

From the U.K. and A ustralia, British 
Airways and Qantas collaborate to pr o-
vide flights to Asia Pacific from major cit-
ies in the U.K. and A ustralia. (B ritish 
Airways: & 0844/493-0787 in the U.K., 
& 1300/767-177 in A ustralia, or & 65/
6622-1747 in S ingapore; www .british

airways.com. Qantas: & 0845/774-7767 
in the U.K., & 131313 in A ustralia, or 
& 65/6415-7373 in S ingapore; www .
qantas.com.)

From New Zealand, Air New Zealand 
has discontinued dir ect flights to S inga-
pore. Contact Singapore Airlines  
(& 0800/808-909 in N ew Z ealand, or 
& 65/6223-8888 in S ingapore; www .
singaporeair.com) for daily flights fr om 
Auckland and Christchurch.

Getting into Town from the 
Airport
Most visitors to S ingapore will land at  
Changi I nternational Airpor t, which is 
located toward the far eastern corner of the  
island. Compar ed to other international  
airports, Changi is a dr eam come tr ue, 
providing clean and v ery efficient facilities.  
Expect to find in-transit accommodations,  
restaurants, duty-fr ee shops, money chang-
ers, ATMs, car-r ental desks, accommoda-
tions assistance, and tourist information all  
marked in E nglish with clear signs. Three 
terminals are connected b y a S kytrain sys-
tem. When y ou arriv e, keep y our ey es 
peeled for the many S ingapore Tourism 
Board br ochures that ar e so handily dis-
played throughout each terminal.

The city is easily accessible b y public  
transportation. A taxi trip to the city center 
will cost ar ound S$22 to S$25 (US $15–
US $17/£9.90–£11), which is the metered 
fare plus an airport surcharge, usually S$3 
to S$5 (US$2–US$3.35/£1.35–£2.25),  
depending on the time of pickup . It takes 
around 30 minutes to reach the city. You’ll 
traverse the wide Airport Boulevard to the 
Pan-Island E xpressway (P IE) or the East 
Coast Parkway (ECP), past public housing 
estates and other r esidential neighbor-
hoods in the eastern par t of the island, 
over causeways, and into the city center.

If y ou’ve got a lot of people and lug-
gage, CityCab offers a six-seater maxicab 

4  G E T T I N G  T H E R E  A N D  G E T T I N G  A R O U N D
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to anywher e in the city for a flat rate of 
S$35 (US$23/£16). You can inquire at the 
taxi queue or call & 65/6542-8297.

There’s an airport shuttle, a coach that 
traverses between the airport and all major 
hotels. Booking counters at all three termi-
nals are open daily from 6am to midnight. 
When you book your trip into to wn, you 
can also make an adv ance reservation for 
your departure. Pay S$9 (US$6.05/£4.05) 
for adults or S$6 (US$4/£2.70) for chil-
dren at Terminal 1, & 65/6543-1985; 
Terminal 2, & 65/6546-1646; or Termi-
nal 3, & 65/6241-3818.

The MRT, S ingapore’s sub way system 
(see map , inside back co ver), operates to 
the airport, linking y ou with the city and 
areas bey ond. STB will tell y ou the trip 
takes 30 minutes, but r eally, give yourself 
at least an hour , because y ou’ll need time 
to wait for the train to arriv e, then y ou’ll 
have to transfer trains at Tanah Merah sta-
tion, and if y ou’re arriving in Terminal 1, 
you’ll need to hop on yet another train—a 
shuttle between terminals. After you get to 
your station in to wn, y ou’ll still hav e to 
find your way, with your luggage, to y our 
hotel. Personally, I think it ’s a pain in the 
neck, but hey, it costs only about S$2.70 
(US$1.80/£1.20) to to wn. Trains operate 
roughly from 6am to midnight daily.

A couple of buses run from the airport 
into the city as well. SBS bus no. 36 is the 
best, with an express route to the Historic 
District and along Orchard Road. Pick up 
the bus in the basement of any terminal. 
The trip will take over an hour, and you’ll 
need to get exact change before you board. 
A trip to to wn will be r oughly S$2  
(US$1.35/90p).

For arriv al and depar ture information, 
you can call Changi I nternational Air-
port at & 65/6542-4422.

By Train
While most visitors to S ingapore will 
arrive by air, some will come via train from 
Malaysia. The Keretapi T anah Melayu 
(KTM) operates a rail system that con-

nects Singapore all the way up the M alay 
peninsula, with stops in K uala L umpur, 
Penang, and even connections to service in 
Thailand to B angkok. Train passengers 
will stop for immigration at the check-
point at Woodlands, just acr oss the strait 
from M alaysia, but will not alight until 
they reach the Singapore Railway Station 
on Keppel Road (& 65/6222-5165), not 
far from Singapore’s Shenton Way down-
town financial district. Taxis to most major 
hotels will cost under S$10 (US$6.70/
£4.50).

For train information from Kuala Lum-
pur, call KL S entral railway station  at 
& 603/2267-1200. I n B angkok, call  
the Hua Lamphong R ailway S tation at 
& 622/223-7010.

By Bus
Buses from Malaysia will drop off passen-
gers at any number of points ar ound the 
city, depending on the bus operator—
there is no pr oper inbound bus station. 
For bus service from major Malaysian cit-
ies, r efer to bus listings in each section. 
Operators will be able to tell y ou wher e 
you will be dropped off.

GETTING AROUND 
SINGAPORE
The many inexpensive mass transit options 
make getting ar ound S ingapore pr etty 
easy. O f course, taxis always simplify the 
ground transpor tation dilemma. They’re 
also v ery affor dable and, b y and large, 
drivers ar e helpful and honest, if not 
downright personable. The Mass R apid 
Transit (MRT) subway ser vice has lines 
that cover the main ar eas of the city and 
out to the farther parts of the island. Buses 
present more of a challenge because ther e 
are so many r outes snaking all o ver the 
island, but they ’re a gr eat way to see the 
country while getting wher e you want to 
go.

Of course, if you’re just strolling around 
the urban limits, many of the sights within 
the v arious neighborhoods ar e within  
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parts of the island can be r eached fairly 
inexpensively, while trips to the outlying 
attractions can cost fr om S$10 to S$15 
(US$6.70–US$10/£4.50–£6.75) one-way. 
That said, I caution against becoming too 
dependent on them. D uring the morning 
and evening rush, you can wait a madden-
ingly long time in the line, and sometimes 
if you’re at a destination outside the main 
city area, they’re few and far between. If it’s 
raining, you might as w ell stay put; y ou’ll 
never get a cab.

If you do find y ourself stranded, ther e 
are a few things you can do. If you’re at an 
attraction or a r estaurant, you can ask the 
cashier or help desk to call a taxi company 
and book a cab for y ou. I f y ou’re near a 
phone, you can make y our own booking: 
CityCab (& 65/6552-2222), Comfort 
(& 65/6552-1111), and TIBS (& 65/
6555-8888). There’s an extra charge for 
the booking, anywher e betw een S$2.50 
and S$3.50 (US$1.65–US$2.35/£1.10–
£1.55).

Taxis charge the meter ed fare, which is 
from S$2.80 to $3 (US$1.85–US$2/
£1.25–£1.35) for the first kilometer ( 6/10 
mile) and S20¢ (US10¢/5p) for each addi-
tional 300–400m (984–1,312 ft.) or 45 
seconds of waiting. E xtra far es ar e levied 
on top of the meter ed fare, depending on 
where you’re going and when y ou go. At 
times, figuring your fare seems more like a 
riddle. Here’s a summary:

Trips during peak hours: B etween the 
hours of 7 and 9:30am Monday to Friday, 
and 5 and 8pm M onday to S aturday, 
meters tack on an additional 35%. I f 
you’re trav eling within the Central B usi-
ness D istrict (CBD) fr om 5pm till mid-
night Monday through Saturday, you also 
pay an additional S$3 (US$2/£1.35) sur-
charge. (To accurately outline the bound-
aries of the CBD, I’d need to fill a couple 
of encyclopedic volumes, so for this pur-
pose, let ’s just say it ’s basically O rchard 

walking distance, but walking between the 
different neighborhoods can be a hike, 
especially in the heat. The STB Visitors’ 
Centres carr y a v ariety of fr ee city maps 
and walking tour maps of individual  
neighborhoods to help y ou find your way 
around.

Stored-value EZ-Link far e car ds can 
be used on both the sub way and buses, 
and can be purchased at TransitLink offices 
in MR T stations. These sav e y ou the 
bother of trying to dig up exact change for 
bus meters. The car d does carr y a S$5 
(US$3.35/£2.25) initial cost and a S$3 
(US$2/£1.35) deposit—for a S$15  
(US$10/£6.75) initial inv estment, y ou’ll 
get S$7 (US$4.70/£3.15) wor th of trav el 
credit.

A better deal is the Singapore Tourist 
Pass, a card that allows unlimited travel on 
MRT trains and public buses for 1, 2, or 3 
days. The cost is S$8 (US$5.35/£3.60) per 
day, with a r efundable S$10  
(US$6.70/£4.50) deposit. P asses can be 
purchased at the follo wing MRT stations: 
Changi Airpor t, O rchard, Chinato wn, 
City H all, Raffles P lace, H arbourfront, 
and Bugis, and at the STB Visitors’ Cen-
tres at Changi Airpor t and O rchard 
Road. 

I recommend purchasing the latest edi-
tion of the TransitLink G uide for about 
S$2 (US$1.35/90p) at the TransitLink 
office where you buy your card. This tiny 
book details both MR T and bus r outes 
with maps of each MRT station surround-
ings, and it indicates connections between 
buses and MR T stations. I t also tells y ou 
fares for each trip.

By Taxi
Taxis are by far the most conv enient way 
to get ar ound Singapore. Fares are cheap, 
cars ar e clean, and driv ers speak E nglish. 
Taxi stands can be found at ev ery hotel, 
shopping mall, and public building; other-
wise, you can flag one down from the side 
of the road. Most destinations in the main 
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island. There ar e stops along O rchard 
Road into the Historic District, to China-
town and Little I ndia—chances are, there 
will be a stop close to y our hotel (see the 
map on the inside back co ver for specif-
ics).

Fares range from S70¢ to S$2 (US45¢–
US$1.35/30p–90p), depending on which 
stations you travel between. System charts 
are prominently displayed in all MRT sta-
tions to help y ou find y our appr opriate 
fare, which you pay with an EZ-Link far e 
card. Single-fare cards can be purchased at 
vending machines inside MR T stations. 
See abo ve for information on stor ed-fare 
cards for multiple trips. ( One caution:  A 
fare card cannot be used by two people for 
the same trip; each must have his own.)

MRT operating hours v ary betw een 
lines and stops, with the earliest train 
beginning service daily at 5:15am and the 
last train ending at 12:47am. F or mor e 
information, call the TransitLink H ot 
Line at & 1800/225-5663 (daily 24 
hr.).

By Bus
Singapore’s bus system comprises an exten-
sive w eb of r outes that r each vir tually 
everywhere on the island. Use an EZ-Link 
stored-value card to pay for your trips, and 
a TransitLink G uide to find y our way 
around (see abo ve for mor e details). All 
buses hav e a gray machine with a sensor 
pad located close to the driv er. Tap your 
EZ-Link card when you board and alight, 
and the fare will be automatically deducted. 
It’ll be anywhere between S80¢ and S$1.80 
(US55¢–US$1.20/35p–80p). I f y ou’re 
paying cash, be sure to have exact change; 
place the coins in the red box by the driver 
and announce your fare to him. He’ll issue 
a ticket, which will pop out of a slot on 
one of the TransitLink machines behind 
him. If you’re not sure how much your fare 
should be, the driver can assist.

For more information, contact either of  
the two operating bus lines during standard 
business hours: Singapore B us S ervice 

Rd., the H istoric D istrict, Chinato wn, 
and Shenton Way.)

Additional charges rack up each time 
you trav el thr ough an E lectronic R oad 
Pricing (ERP) scheme underpass. O n the 
Central E xpressway (CTE), P an-Island 
Expressway (PIE), and selected thor ough-
fares in the CBD, charges fr om S50¢ to 
S$3 (US35¢–US$2/25p–£1.35) are calcu-
lated by an electr onic box on the driv er’s 
dashboard. The driver will add this amount 
to your fare.

And for special tor ture, her e’s some 
more charges: From midnight to 6am, add 
50% to your fare. From 6pm on the eve of 
a public holiday to midnight the following 
day, y ou pay an additional S$1 (US65¢/
45p). F rom Changi Airpor t, add S$5 
(US$3.35/£2.25) if you’re traveling Friday, 
Saturday, or S unday betw een 5pm and 
midnight. O ther times, it ’s S$3 (US$2/
£1.35). And for credit card payments (yes, 
they take plastic!), add 10%.

By Trolley
For sightseeing trips ar ound to wn, y our 
best bet is the SIA H op-on bus.  P lying 
between Suntec City, the Historic District, 
the Singapore River, Chinatown, Orchard 
Road and the Singapore Botanic Gardens, 
Little I ndia, and S entosa, the H op-on 
comes ev ery 30 minutes betw een the  
hours of 9am and 10pm daily . Unlimited 
rides for 1 day cost S$12 (US$8.05/£5.40) 
adults and S$6 (US$4/£2.70) childr en. If 
you fle w S ingapore Airlines to get her e, 
you hav e to pay only S$6 (US$4/£2.70) 
adults and S$3 (US$2/£1.35) childr en if 
you flash y our boar ding pass. B uy y our 
tickets fr om the bus driv er when y ou 
board. F or info, call SH Tours, & 65/
6734-9923.

By Mass Rapid Transit (MRT)
The MRT is S ingapore’s sub way system. 
It’s cool, clean, safe, and reliable, providing 
service around the central parts of the city, 
extending into the suburbs ar ound the 
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affordable, y ou don ’t hav e to adjust to 
local driving r ules and habits, plus ther e’s 
no need to worr y about wher e to par k. 
Still, if you must, contact Avis at & 800/
373-1668; they operate counters in all 
three Changi Airpor t terminals daily 7am 
to 11pm.

(SBS; & 800/287-2727) or the  T rans-
Island B us S ervice (TIBS; & 800/
482-5433).

By Rental Car
Visitors to S ingapore rar ely r ent cars for 
sightseeing, because it ’s just not conv e-
nient. Local transportation is excellent and 

Compared to its S outheast Asian neigh-
bors, S ingapore is consider ed expensiv e; 
however, visitors fr om the West will find 
their money still goes quite far. The Econo-
mist came up with a clever way to compare 
the standar d of living fr om countr y to 
country. The Big Mac Index is a surpris-
ingly credible way to consider the value of 
the exact same item as it differs from place 
to place ar ound the globe. F or example, 
according to the A ugust 2008 B ig M ac 
Index, the av erage price of a B ig Mac in 
the United States is $3.57. I n S ingapore, 
the same burger is S$3.95. Conv ert that 
into U.S. dollars, and it ’s US$2.92—
meaning, in S ingapore y ou’ll pay about 
U.S.65¢ less for a Big Mac. How much do 
you pay for y our Big Mac at home? H ow 
about the U.K., at £2.29 per burger  
(US$4.57)? O r A ustralia, at A$3.45  
(US$3.36)? 

CURRENCY FOR 
SINGAPORE
The local curr ency unit is the Singapore 
dollar. I t’s commonly r eferred to as the 
“Sing dollar ,” and r etail prices ar e often 
marked as S$ (a designation I’ ve used 
throughout this book). Notes are issued in 
denominations of S$2, S$5, S$10, S$50, 
S$100, S$500, and S$1,000. S$1 bills 
exist but ar e rar e. Notes v ary in siz e and 
color fr om denomination to denomina-
tion. Coins are issued in denominations of 
S1¢, S5¢, S10¢, S20¢, S50¢, and the fat, 

gold-colored S$1. S ingapore has an inter-
changeability agreement with Brunei Dar-
ussalam, so don’t be alarmed if you receive 
Brunei currency with y our change, as it ’s 
legal tender.

At the time of this writing, ex change 
rates on the S ingapore dollar w ere as fol-
lows: US$1 = S$1.49, C$1 = S$1.22, £1 = 
S$2.17, A$1 = S$1, NZ$1 = S¢82. The 
exchange rate used throughout this book is 
US$1 = S$1.49, which was the av erage 
rate during late 2008/early 2009. B efore 
you begin budgeting y our trip , y ou can 
obtain the latest curr ency rates on the 
Internet at www.xe.com.

It’s not an absolute necessity to buy 
Singapore dollars before your trip, because 
you can find ATMs that accept cards from 
the Cirrus and Plus networks at the Arrival 
Halls of all Changi Terminals as y ou exit 
the baggage claim ar ea. I f y ou do need 
currency changed, each terminal has  
money-changing ser vices that operate  
’round-the-clock.

In town, it’s best to ex change currency 
or trav eler’s checks at a local authoriz ed 
moneychanger, found in most shopping 
malls throughout the city. They’ll give you 
the best rate. You’ll lose money with the 
high rates at banks, hotels, and shops.

ATMS
The easiest and best way to get cash away 
from home is fr om an A TM (automated 
teller machine). The Cirrus (www.master

5  M O N E Y  & CO S T S
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What Things Cost in Singapore S$ US$ UK£

Taxi from the airport to city center 22.00 14.74 9.90
MRT from Orchard to Chinese Garden stations 1.60 1.07 0.72
Local telephone call (3 min.) 0.10 0.07 0.05
Double room at an expensive hotel 300.00 201.00 135.00
Double room at a moderate hotel 200.00 134.00 90.00
Double room at an inexpensive hotel 120.00 80.40 54.00
Dinner for one at an expensiv e restaurant 60.00 40.20 27.00
Dinner for one at a moderate r estaurant 25.00 16.75 11.25
Dinner for one at an inexpensiv e restaurant 5.00 3.35 2.25
Glass of beer 9.00 6.03 4.05
Coca-Cola 1.10 0.74 0.50
Cup of coffee at common coffee shop 0.70 0.47 0.32
Cup of coffee at Starbucks, Coffee Club, and so on 2.80 1.88 1.26
Roll of 36-exposure color film 4.50 3.02 2.03
Admission to the Asian Civilisations Museum 10.00 6.70 4.50
Movie ticket 9.00 6.03 4.05

card.com) and PLUS (www.visa.com) net-
works span the globe; look at the back of 
your bank car d to see which networ k 
you’re on, then call or check online for 
ATM locations at y our destination—in 
Singapore y ou will nev er be far fr om a 
machine that accepts either of these car ds. 
It’s a good idea to check y our daily with-
drawal limit befor e y ou depar t. Note: 
Remember that banks impose a fee ev ery 
time y ou use a car d at another bank ’s 
ATM, and that fee can be higher for inter-
national transactions (up to US$5 or  
more) than for domestic ones (wher e 
they’re rar ely more than US$2). I n addi-
tion, the bank fr om which y ou withdraw 
cash may charge its o wn fee. For interna-
tional withdrawal fees, ask your bank.

CREDIT CARDS
Credit cards are another safe way to carr y 
money. They also pr ovide a conv enient 
record of all y our expenses, and they gen-
erally offer r elatively good exchange rates. 
You can withdraw cash adv ances fr om 
your credit cards at banks or A TMs, pro-
vided you know your PIN. Keep in mind 

that you’ll pay inter est from the moment 
of your withdrawal, ev en if y ou pay y our 
monthly bills on time. Also note that 
many banks now assess a 1% to 3% “trans-
action fee” on all charges you incur abroad 
(whether you’re using the local currency or 
your nativ e curr ency). I n S ingapore, 
American Express, Visa, MasterCard, Din-
ers Club, and JCB ( Japan Credit Bureau) 
are accepted at vir tually all major hotels, 
restaurants, nightclubs, and shopping cen-
ters. Even taxis accept payment b y credit 
card. S maller food and r etail mer chants 
generally don ’t accept plastic, and be  
advised, if y ou ar e tr ying to negotiate a 
discount with a vendor, you will always get 
a better price with good old-fashioned 
cash. Some retailers will insist on adding a 
credit car d “ service charge ” to y our bill. 
While it is true that the credit card compa-
nies charge the r etailers a small fee each 
time a customer uses a card, it is a cost the 
retailers ar e supposed to bear themselv es. 
If any one tries to foist this charge onto 
you, sadly, your only r ecourse is to r eport 
him to your credit card company.
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Singapore Dollar Conversion Chart
S$ US $UK£

0.10 0.07 0.05
0.20 0.13 0.09
0.50 0.34 0.23
1.00 0.67 0.45
2.00 1.34 0.90
5.00 3.35 2.25
10.00 6.70 4.50
20.00 13.40 9.00
50.00 33.50 22.50
100.00 67.00 45.00
500.00 335.00 225.00
1,000.00 670.00 450.00

TRAVELER’S CHECKS
You can buy trav eler’s checks at most 
banks. They are offered in denominations 
of $20, $50, $100, $500, and sometimes 
$1,000. G enerally, y ou’ll pay a ser vice 
charge ranging from 1% to 4%.

American E xpress, Thomas Cook,  
Visa, and MasterCard offer foreign cur-
rency traveler’s checks, which are accepted 
at money changers, banks, and hotels in 

Singapore, but are rarely accepted at shops 
and smaller establishments. You will be 
asked to produce your passport each time 
you cash one.

If y ou carr y trav eler’s checks, keep a 
record of their serial numbers separate 
from your checks, in the ev ent that they 
are stolen or lost. You’ll get a refund faster 
if you know the numbers.

STAYING HEALTHY
As some intr epid travelers ar e so fond of 
accusing S ingapore of being o verly 
“squeaky-clean,” sane trav elers who don ’t 
want to spend their holiday infirm can rest 
assured that they are safe from most of the 
tropical world ’s nastiest scourges in sani-
tary S ingapore. F ood is clean vir tually 
everywhere, tap water is potable, r estau-
rants and food v endors ar e r egulated b y 
the government, and many other airborne, 
bug-borne, and bite-borne what-hav e-
yous have been eradicated.

Singapore doesn’t require that you have 
any vaccinations to enter the countr y but 

recommends immunization against diph-
theria, tetanus, hepatitis A and B, and 
typhoid for anyone traveling to Southeast 
Asia in general. I f you’re particularly wor-
ried, follo w their advice; if not, don ’t 
worry about it.

COMMON AILMENTS
TROPICAL ILLNESSES It seems inevi-
table for trav elers from the West to suffer 
some sor t of M ontezuma’s r evenge or 
Delhi-belly when they visit the Tropics. If 
you suffer a bout of diarrhea, it could be 
from many causes: w eakness from jet lag, 
adjustments to the climate, ne w foods, 

6  H E A LT H
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spices, or an incr ease in physical activity . 
Always carry Immodium, or a comparable 
antidiarrheal, but most impor tant, don ’t 
forget to drink plenty of water to av oid 
dehydration. If symptoms include painful 
cramps, fever, or rash, seek medical atten-
tion immediately; otherwise, it’ll probably 
just clear up by itself.

Singapore’s climate guarantees heat and 
humidity year-round; you should remem-
ber to take pr ecautions. G ive y ourself 
plenty of time to r elax and r egroup on 
arrival to adjust your body to the ne w cli-
mate (and to the ne w time, if ther e is a 
time difference for you). Also drink plenty 
of water. Avoid o verexposure to the sun. 
The tr opical sun will burn y ou like thin 
toast in no time at all. You may also feel 
more lethargic than usual. This is typical 
in the heat, so take things easy and y ou’ll 
be fine. Be careful of the air-conditioning, 
though. It’s nice and cooling, but if y ou’re 
prone to catching a chill, or find y ourself 
moving in and out of air-conditioned 
buildings a lot, y ou can wind up with a 
horrible summer cold.
BUG BITES Although you have no risk 
of contracting malaria in S ingapore (the 
country’s been declar ed malaria-fr ee for 
decades b y the World H ealth O rganiza-
tion), there is a similar deadly vir us, den-
gue fever, that’s carried by mosquitoes and 
for which ther e is no immunization. A 
problem in the Tropics around the world, 
dengue fev er is contr olled in S ingapore 
with an aggressive campaign to prevent the 
responsible mosquitoes fr om br eeding. 
Still, each y ear cases of infection ar e 
reported, almost all of them occurring in 
suburban neighborhoods and r ural ar eas. 
Symptoms of dengue fever include sudden 
fever and tiny r ed, spotty rashes on the 
body. I f y ou suspect y ou’ve contracted 
dengue, seek medical attention immedi-
ately (see the listing of hospitals under 
“Fast Facts: Singapore,” in Appendix A). If 
left untreated, this disease can cause inter-
nal hemorrhaging and ev en death. Your 

best protection is to w ear insect r epellent 
that contains DEET , especially if y ou’re 
heading out to the z oo, bird park, or any 
of the gar dens or natur e pr eserves, espe-
cially during the daytime.

A ne wer thr eat, chikunguniya, also a 
mosquito-borne vir us, has also posed a 
danger here in recent years. Symptoms are 
similar to those of dengue fev er.
VIRAL INFEC TIONS On February 25, 
2003, S ingapore r eported its first case of 
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, more 
commonly kno wn as SARS. What  
exploded into an epidemic affecting almost 
8,500 people worldwide was quickly  
brought under contr ol in the island state 
due to immediate and effectiv e actions 
taken b y the M inistries of H ealth and 
Education and the media, combined with 
the tireless vigilance of Singaporeans them-
selves. After 3 months of battle, SARS had 
claimed the lives of 33 people in Singapore 
but had mobiliz ed the entir e countr y to 
take daily precautions against the spread of 
the disease in an effor t that was highly 
lauded by the World Health Organization 
(WHO). The r espiratory infection is  
passed on thr ough dr oplets when an  
infected person sneez es or coughs; ho w-
ever, most SARS infections are transmitted 
only thr ough v ery close contact. Today 
casual travelers face no threats of contract-
ing this disease in Singapore.

Also in the ne ws, cases of Asian bir d 
flu, or Avian influenza, have been reported 
all over Asia Pacific, with countries culling 
over 100 million poultr y to contain out-
breaks. A vian influenza is an acute viral 
infection affecting bir ds and poultr y. 
Cross-infection to humans is rar e; ho w-
ever, it does happen among people who 
have come in contact with sick or dead 
birds. To pr otect the countr y, S ingapore 
keeps a close watch on its poultr y farms 
and has dev eloped safe channels for the 
import of all poultr y pr oducts to make 
sure infected meats and eggs don’t cross its 
borders.
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hospitals also hav e walk-in clinics for  
emergency cases that are not life-threaten-
ing; you may not get immediate attention, 
but y ou won ’t pay the high price of an 
emergency r oom visit. We list hospitals 
and emergency numbers  under “F ast 
Facts: Singapore,” p. 290.

If y ou suffer fr om a chr onic illness, 
consult your doctor before your departure. 
Pack prescription medications  in y our 
carry-on luggage, and carr y them in their 
original containers, with pharmacy  
labels—otherwise they won ’t make it  
through airport security. Carry the generic 
name of pr escription medicines, in case a 
local pharmacist is unfamiliar with the 
brand name.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU GET 
SICK AWAY FROM HOME
If you require hospitalization, the centrally 
located Mount E lizabeth H ospital is  
near Orchard Road at 3 M ount Elizabeth 
(& 65/6737-2666; for accidents and  
emergencies, call & 65/6731-2218). You 
can also try Singapore General Hospital, 
Outram R oad ( & 65/6222-3322; for 
accidents and emergencies, call & 65/
6321-4311).

Any foreign consulate can provide a list 
of area doctors who speak E nglish. If you 
get sick, consider approaching your hotel’s 
front desk, as many hotels hav e a general 
practitioner on call. You can also tr y the 
emergency room at a local hospital. Many 

Singapore is an extremely safe place by any 
standard. There’s very little violent crime, 
even late at night. I f you stay out, ther e’s 
little worr y about making it home safely . 
There is vir tually no political or social 
unrest. Women trav elers ar e tr eated with 
respect.

In recent years, some pickpocketing has 
been r eported. H otel safe-deposit bo xes 

are the best way to secur e v aluables, and 
traveler’s checks solv e theft pr oblems in a 
jiff.

Before y ou go, always check the U.S. 
State depar tment w ebsite to see if any 
warnings have been issued in this r egion: 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/
tw/tw_1764.html.

7  S A F E T Y

TRAVELERS WITH 
DISABILITIES
Most disabilities shouldn ’t stop any one 
from traveling. While planning y our trip, 
check out www.disability.org.sg to learn 
about accessibility issues facing those with 
disabilities, plus practical information  
about how to get around the city on public 
transportation. 

Most hotels have accessible rooms, and 
some cab companies offer special v an ser-
vices. Almost all of the newer buildings are 

constructed with access ramps for wheel-
chairs, but older buildings ar e very prob-
lematic, especially the shophouses, with 
narrow sidewalks and many uneven steps.

For mor e on organizations that offer 
resources to disabled travelers, go to www.
frommers.com/planning.

GAY & LESBIAN TRAVELERS
The conservative Singaporean government 
doesn’t r ecognize or suppor t alternativ e 
lifestyles; however, gay and lesbian culture 

8  S P E C I A L I Z E D  T RAV E L  R E S O U R C E S
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Singapore you’re considered a senior citi-
zen at the age of 55—y ou either love it or 
hate it!

Upon r equest, the STB can also help 
plan your trip and can offer its own advice 
for senior travelers. Regarding this service, 
here’s my advice: I f y ou wor k out y our 
itinerary with the help of STB, make sur e 
you’re firm about time constraints. M any 
of the tours and daily itineraries are rushed, 
with little time for a rest here and there. A 
common complaint is exhaustion b y the 
end of just 1 day . In the heat, this is not 
only uncomfor table, but danger ous as  
well.

For more information and resources on 
travel for seniors, see www.frommers.com/
planning.

FAMILY TRAVEL
Because of their focus on business trav el-
ers, hotels in S ingapore are not especially 
geared toward children. You can get extra 
beds in hotel r ooms (this can cost any-
where fr om S$15–S$50/US$10–US$34/
£6.75–£23), and most hotels will arrange 

is alive and w ell here. What you’ll find is 
that older gays and lesbians ar e more con-
servative and, ther efore, less open to dis-
cussion, while the y ounger generations 
have very few qualms about describing the 
local scene and their personal experiences 
in Singapore.

There are tons of websites on the Inter-
net for gays and lesbians in S ingapore. 
Start at www.utopia-asia.com, an  
extremely compr ehensive insider collec-
tion of curr ent ev ents, meeting places, 
travel tips, topical Web discussions, and 
links to resources.

For mor e gay and lesbian trav el 
resources, visit www .frommers.com/
planning.

SENIOR TRAVEL
In S ingapore, y ou’ll find v ery fe w hotels 
that offer senior citiz en discounts; ho w-
ever, vir tually ev ery attraction with an 
entrance fee offers a special discounted 
rate, and some tour companies will quote 
you a better rate as well. Be warned that in 
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Frommers.com: The Complete Travel Resource

Planning a trip or just r eturned? Head t o Frommers.com, v oted Best Travel 
Site by PC Magazine. We think you’ll find our site indispensable before, during, 
and af ter y our tra vels—with exper t advic e and tips; independent r eviews of 
hotels, restaurants, attrac tions, and preferred shopping and nightlif e venues; 
vacation g iveaways; and an online book ing t ool. We publish the c omplete 
contents of over 135 travel guides in our Destinations section, covering over 
4,000 places worldwide. Each weekday, we publish original articles that report 
on Deals and Ne ws via our fr ee Frommers.com Ne wsletters. What ’s more, 
Arthur Frommer himself blogs five days a week, with cutting opinions about 
the stat e of tra vel in the modern w orld. We’re betting y ou’ll find our Events 
listings an in valuable resource; it ’s an up -to-the-minute roster of what ’s hap -
pening in cities everywhere—including concerts, festivals, lectures, and more. 
We’ve also added w eekly podcasts, interactive maps, and hundr eds of new 
images across the site. Finally, don’t forget to visit our Message Boards, where 
you can join in c onversations with thousands of f ellow F rommer’s tra velers 
and post y our trip r eport once you return.
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trip, the best places to take them ar e the 
Singapore Zoo and N ight Safari, the S in-
gapore Science Centre, Underwater World 
on Sentosa, and Escape Theme Park and 
Wild Wild Wet, all of which are covered in 
chapter 7. I can almost guarantee that 
your teen(s) (and y ou) will hav e a gr eat 
time at any of these attractions.

To locate accommodations, restaurants, 
and attractions that ar e par ticularly kid 
friendly, refer to the “Kids” icon through-
out this guide.

For a list of mor e family-friendly travel 
resources, visit www .frommers.com/
planning.

a bab ysitter for y ou on r equest, though 
most ask for at least 24 hours notice. 
While almost all hotels have pools to keep 
the kiddies cool and happy , none hav e 
lifeguards on duty , and only one hotel, 
Shangri-La’s Rasa S entosa R esort, has  
activity programs specifically for childr en. 
See chapter 5 for mor e information on 
these hotels.

Children have their own special rates of 
admission for just about ev ery attraction 
and museum. The cutoff age for childr en 
is usually 12 y ears of age, but if y our kids 
are older, be sur e to ask if the attraction 
has a student rate for teens. I f the kids get 
antsy during the cultural aspects of y our 

Sustainable tourism, meaning suppor ting 
tourism effor ts that ar e pr otective of the 
environment and respectful to indigenous 
cultures, has become impor tant to many 
travelers. S ince S ingapore is a v ery small 
nation that is almost entirely defined by its 
urban core, it has few natural resources to 
either exploit or defend and vir tually no 
native cultures to speak of. However, trav-
elers who ar e envir onmentally conscious 
may find S ingapore interesting in surpris-
ing ways. The government is responsive to 
the call of envir onmentalists and has  
designed and implemented a number of 
innovative ways to solve the very real envi-
ronmental and r esource management  
issues that plague countless urban centers 
around the world.

Local legend has it that a pr ominent 
monk warned (then) P rime Minister Lee 
Kuan Yew that as S ingapore develops, he 
must be car eful to pr otect the for ests. 
According to the monk, Singapore, whose 
name in S anskrit means “Lion City ,” gets 
its power from the lions that once suppos-
edly roamed here. To take away the tr ees 
will destr oy the lion ’s habitat and for ce 
him to mo ve else where. I t is a lesson in 

feng shui that Lee took to hear t, as evi-
denced by the trees, shrubs, and flowering 
plants that hav e been incorporated into 
the urban design at almost ev ery turn. 

To learn about S ingapore’s unique  
approach to envir onmental sustainability, 
start at the Marina Barrage, 260 M arina 
Way (& 65/6514-5959; www.pub.gov.sg/
marina), the massiv e hy drodam that is 
transforming S ingapore’s do wntown city 
core into the world ’s largest urban r eser-
voir. The dam can be tour ed, but equally 
interesting is the S ustainable S ingapore 
Gallery located within the dam, a brilliant 
display that outlines the go vernment’s 
efforts to ward envir onmental sustainabil-
ity. The gallery is open M onday to Friday 
9am–6pm, but is closed on Tuesday. On 
Saturday and S unday it ’s open 10am to 
8pm. Admission is free and there is a fr ee 
shuttle to the B arrage fr om M arina B ay 
MRT.

In addition to water resource and waste 
management, the S ingapore go vernment 
has initiated monetar y incentives for land 
developers that incorporate green technol-
ogy into the design and construction of all 
new buildings, and to those who r enovate 
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specialists on selected w eekends. Check 
out the schedule at www.nparks.gov.sg. 

The Singapore Z oo has also been  
affected by global environmental concerns 
and has decided that, though it will sup-
port its curr ent polar bear and Ar ctic 
exhibits, once these animals hav e liv ed 
their lives, they will not be r eplaced, and 
the z oo will focus on wildlife nativ e to 
warmer climates.

Animal rights have a way to go when it 
comes to the rights of shar ks. Shark’s fin 
soup is still a delicacy and is a staple in 
every Chinese restaurant here. Be warned.  

older buildings to similar standards. There 
are talks to make gr een buildings manda-
tory in the near future.

Outside the city center , Singapore also 
has a number of natur e r eserves that ar e 
outlined in chapter 7 of this guidebook. 
Of par ticular inter est is Bukit T imah 
Nature Reserve—Singapore is one of only 
two cities in the world with primary rain-
forest located within city limits—and  
Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve, a man-
grove for est that pr otects an aw esome 
number of migrating bir ds. The National 
Parks Boar d has guided tours b y par k 
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Package tours are simply a way to buy the 
airfare, accommodations, and other ele-
ments of y our trip (such as car r entals, 
airport transfers, and sometimes ev en 
activities) at the same time and often at 
discounted prices.

Because Singapore is compact and effi-
cient and most people speak E nglish, few 
travelers feel the need for a trav el operator 
to hold their hand during their stay . Still, 
package tour operators can get y ou better 
deals on travel and hotel stays. O ne com-
pany I r ecommend is Absolute A sia (15 
Watts S t., 5th F loor, N ew York, NY  
10013; & 800/736-8187; fax 212/627-
4090; www.absoluteasia.com), with pack-
ages that giv e y ou plenty of fr ee time to 
explore on y our own and inno vative itin-
eraries that combine S ingapore with one 

or more if its S outheast Asian neighbors. 
Asia Transpacific Journeys (2995 Center 
Green Cour t, Boulder , CO 80301;  
& 800/642-2742; fax 303/443-7078;  
www.southeastasia.com) is another gr eat 
operator, specializing in customiz ed tours 
with par ticular attention to cultural and 
ecological sensitivity.

Travel packages ar e also listed in the 
travel section of y our local S unday news-
paper. Or check ads in the national trav el 
magazines such as Arthur Frommer’s Bud-
get T ravel Magazine, Travel + Leisur e, 
National G eographic Traveler, and Condé 
Nast Traveler.

For more information on Package Tours 
and for tips on booking y our trip , see 
www.frommers.com/planning.

10  PAC K AG E S  F O R  T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T 
T R AV E L E R

MEDICAL TRAVEL
Singapore’s internationally accredited hos-
pitals and specialist centers are staffed with 
medical professionals educated at some of 
the world ’s top schools, furnished with 
state-of-the-art diagnostic and pr ocedural 

equipment, and administer ed with an  
efficiency that S ingapore is famous for . 
International patients choose to r eceive 
medical care in Singapore for a number of 
reasons: because of insufficient medical 
facilities in their home countries, to co ver 

11  S P E C I A L - I N T E R E S T  T R I P S
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MEDICAL SPAS
Medical spas blur the line betw een 
cosmetic medicine for beauty and r ejuve-
nation, and spa tr eatments for r elaxations 
and well-being. Medical treatments for the 
face and body ar e combined with indul-
gent amenities and services of a luxury spa. 
The top medical spas in S ingapore ar e: 
The M edSpa, 1 O rchard B lvd., #12-
03/05, Camden M edical Centr e ( & 65/
6887-3087; www .medspa.com.sg); and  
DRx Medispa, 3 Temasek Blvd., #03-52 
Suntec City M all (& 65/6836-1555), or 
583 Orchard Rd., #11-01, Forum (& 65/
6223-1555; www.drxmedispa.com).

COOKING CLASSES
The Raffles Culinary Academy at Raffles 
Hotel, 1 B each Rd. ( & 65/6412-1256; 
www.raffles.com), has daily cooking classes 
taught b y chefs fr om Raffles H otel staff . 
Individual classes on Asian herbs and 
spices, kids ’ cuisine, I talian, Chinese,  
Indian, J apanese, and Thai, plus desser ts 
and pastries, range fr om 2 to 4 hours and 
are suitable for professionals and hobbyists 
alike. Bookings can be made online.

gaps in medical insurance co verage, or for 
privacy for sensitive procedures and recov-
ery. Singapore’s international hospitals can 
provide health scr eening and cosmetic 
surgery, usually at a greater cost compared 
to competitor hospitals in M alaysia and 
Thailand, but many pr efer the peace of 
mind that comes from Singapore’s reputa-
tion as a first-world city . I t has also nur-
tured a r eputation for high-end surgical 
procedures and care in specialist ar eas like 
cardiology, neurology, obstetrics and gyne-
cology, oncology , ophthalmology , or tho-
pedics, and pediatrics.

The Singapore government has teamed 
up with the top hospitals for www.
singaporemedicine.com, a por tal that  
answers ev ery question for pr ospective 
patients. Hospitals have specialized depart-
ments that handle ev erything from travel 
arrangements, accommodations, special-
ists appointments, and ev en tours during 
your r ecovery—they r eally handle ev ery-
thing soup to nuts.

TELEPHONES
Hotels, with the ex ception of backpacker 
hostels, all hav e in-room telephones with 
International D irect D ialing (IDD) ser-
vice. This is the most conv enient way to 
make international calls, but is also the 
most expensiv e, as the hotel will always 
add its o wn sur charge to y our telephone 
bill. 

Public telephones can be found in  
booths on the str eet or back near the toi-
lets in shopping malls, public buildings, or 
hotel lobbies. B ecause most S ingaporeans 
now carr y mobile phones, public phones 
aren’t always pr operly maintained. Local 
calls cost S10¢ (US7¢/5p) for 3 minutes at 
coin- and car d-operated phones. I nterna-
tional calls can be made only fr om public 

phones designated specifically for this  
purpose. International public phones will 
accept either a stor ed-value phone card or 
a cr edit car d. P hone car ds for local and 
international calls can be pur chased at 
Singapore Post branches, 7-E leven conve-
nience stor es, or money changers—make 
sure y ou specify local or international 
phone car d when y ou make y our pur-
chase.

To call S ingapore fr om the U nited 
States, dial 011 (the international access 
code), then 65 (Singapore’s country code), 
and then the eight-digit number . The 
whole number y ou’d dial would be  
011-65-XXXX-XXXX.

To make international calls from Sin-
gapore, first dial 001 and then the country 

12  S TAY I N G  CO N N E C T E D
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in Singapore. Before you do this, be sur e 
that your mobile handset is able to accept 
an alien SIM car d, as many phones ar e 
locked b y pr oviders. I f y our cellphone is 
locked, you can always find someone who 
will unlock it for a few bucks on the sly at 
either S im Lim S quare or L ucky P laza 
shopping malls. Cellphones, both new and 
used, are reasonably priced here. Consider 
buying a new handset before paying exor-
bitant rental fees to an international rental 
firm.

FYI: Singaporeans call their cellphones 
“handphones,” and the local term for text 
messaging is “SMS.”

VOICE-OVER INTERNET 
PROTOCOL (VOIP)
If y ou hav e Web access while trav eling, 
consider a broadband-based telephone ser-
vice (in technical terms, Voice-over Inter-
net pr otocol, or V oIP) such as S kype 
(www.skype.com) or Vonage (www .von-
age.com), which allo w y ou to make fr ee 
international calls from your laptop or in a 
cybercafe. N either ser vice r equires the  
people you’re calling to also hav e that ser-
vice (though there are fees if they do not). 
Check the websites for details.

INTERNET & E-MAIL
With Your Own Computer
Major hotels all supply high-speed br oad-
band I nternet access in-r oom, usually at 
extra cost. S ome ne wer and mor e expen-
sive hotels will hav e Wi-Fi, wireless Inter-
net connections, in r oom, while others 
will suppor t Wi-Fi thr oughout cer tain 
public spaces.

In 2007, the I nfocomm D evelopment 
Authority initiated the Wireless@SG pro-
gram, where sur fers can enjo y fr ee seam-
less wireless broadband access with speeds 
of up to 512kbps at most public ar eas. As 
of July 2008, there were more than 7,400 
Wi-Fi hotspots in S ingapore. To connect 
to the Wireless@SG wir eless br oadband 
network, a user just needs a Wi-Fi-enabled 
device, such as a laptop computer or a 

code (U.S. or Canada 1, U.K. 44, I reland 
353, Australia 61, New Zealand 64). Next, 
dial the area code and number. For exam-
ple, if y ou wanted to call the B ritish 
Embassy in Washington, D.C., you would 
dial & 001-1-202/588-7800.

To call Malaysia from Singapore, it is 
not necessary to use IDD ser vice, as there 
is a tr unk cable betw een S ingapore and 
peninsular M alaysia. To place a call, dial 
02 to access the trunk cable, then the area 
code with the z ero prefix, followed by the 
seven- or eight-digit local number . F or 
example, to call the Malaysia Tourist Cen-
tre in Kuala Lumpur, dial & 02-03-2164-
3929. For calls to M alaysian Borneo, y ou 
must still use IDD.   

For directory assistance within S inga-
pore, dial & 100. Dial & 104 for assis-
tance with numbers in other countries.

For operator assistance  in making a 
call, dial & 104 if y ou’re tr ying to make 
an international call and & 100 if y ou 
want to call a number in S ingapore.

For toll-fr ee numbers,  be awar e that 
numbers beginning with 1800 within  
Singapore are toll free, but calling a 1-800 
number in the S tates fr om S ingapore is 
not toll free. In fact, it costs the same as an 
overseas call.

CELLPHONES
Cellphones in S ingapore operate on two 
mobile phone networ ks, GSM900 and 
GSM1800—GSM, or G lobal System for 
Mobile Communications, is a seamless 
network that makes for easy cr oss-border 
cellphone use thr oughout the world. Call 
your wireless operator and ask for interna-
tional r oaming to be activ ated on y our 
account, but expect to pay pr emium 
charges for all calls.

There are three mobile service providers 
in S ingapore: S ingTel (http://home.sing
tel.com), M1 (www.m1.com.sg), and Star-
Hub (www.starhub.com). To sav e money 
on calls, you can purchase a pr epaid Sub-
scriber I dentity M odule, or SIM car d, 
which will assign you a local number while 
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Aside fr om formal cyber cafes, most  
backpacker guesthouses  hav e I nternet 
access. A void hotel business centers  
unless y ou’re willing to pay ex orbitant 
rates.

Most major airports now have Internet 
kiosks scatter ed thr oughout their gates. 
These give you basic Web access for a per-
minute fee that ’s usually higher than  
cybercafe prices.

PDA, a Web br owser, and a r egistered 
Wireless@SG account. The scheme is  
open to tourists and business trav elers; 
register at the www .ida.gov.sg site. This 
site also lists hotspots across the island.

In addition, sev eral cafes and r estau-
rants, such as M cDonald’s and S tarbucks, 
offer Wi-Fi access to customers.

Without Your Own Computer
To find cyber cafes in y our destination, 
check www.cybercaptive.com and www.
cybercafe.com. 

Singapore’s hotels enjo y high occupancy 
rates y ear r ound, and as a r esult, they 
require early booking whenev er possible, 
especially fr om D ecember thr ough Chi-
nese N ew Year in J anuary or F ebruary, 
considered the island ’s peak season. M ost 
of the time, hotels ar e occupied b y busi-
ness trav elers and, as such, ar e outfitted 
with amenities to accommodate wor king 
guests, especially international hotel chains 
such as H ilton, G rand H yatt, M arriott, 
Sheraton, Carlton, I nterContinental, The 
Regent, F our S easons, Conrad, and the 
Ritz-Carlton. Leisur e trav elers can find 
better v alue at hotels that don ’t soak up 
resources for business centers, confer ence 

facilities, and high-pr ofile po wer-lunch 
restaurants.

A major complaint among visitors to 
Singapore is the r elative lack of decent 
budget accommodations. H igh real estate 
prices make budget hotels hard to sustain, 
but a fe w hotels offer comfor table rooms 
at v alue prices, the best of which ar e 
reviewed in this book.   

Almost all hotels are located within the 
city limits and near to public transpor ta-
tion, making getting around exceptionally 
convenient.

For detailed tips about accommoda-
tions in Singapore, see chapter 5.

13  T I P S  O N  A CCO M M O D AT I O N S
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1  T H E  R E G I O N S  I N  B R I E F

On a world map, Singapore is nothing more than a speck nestled in the hear t of South-
east Asia, at the tip of the M alaysian peninsula. In the nor th, it’s linked to M alaysia by 
two causeways over the S traits of J ohor, which ar e its only physical connection to any 
other body of land. The country is made up of 1 main island, Singapore, and around 60 
smaller ones, some of which—like Sentosa, Pulau Ubin, Kusu, and St. John’s Island—are 
popular retreats. The main island is shaped like a flat, horizontal diamond, measuring in 
at just o ver 42km (26 miles) fr om east to w est and almost 23km (14 miles) nor th to 
south. With a total land area of only 693 sq. km (270 sq. miles), Singapore is shockingly 
tiny.

Singapore’s geographical position, sitting appr oximately 137km (85 miles) nor th of 
the Equator, means that its climate features uniform temperatures, plentiful rainfall, and 
high humidity.

Singapore is a city-state, which basically means the city is the countr y. The urban 
center starts at the Singapore River at the southern point of the island. Within the urban 
center are neighborhoods that are handy for visitors to become familiar with: the Historic 
District, Chinatown, Orchard Road, Kampong Glam, and Little India.

Beyond the central urban ar ea, y ou’ll find older suburban neighborhoods such as 
Katong, Geylang, or H olland Village, neighborhoods that featur e pr ewar homes with 
charming architectural details. Travel farther and you’ll find New Towns, such as Ang Mo 
Kio or Toa Payoh, which are clusters of government-subsidized housing that have sprung 
up around the island, supported by their own shopping malls, schools, and clinics, many 
of them connected by the subway system.

THE CITY: URBAN SINGAPORE
The urban center of Singapore spans quite far from edge to edge, so walking from one 
end to the other—say, from Kampong Glam to Chinatown—will be too much for a 
relaxed walk. But within each neighborhood, the best way to explor e is by foot, wan-
dering along picturesque streets, in and out of shops and museums.

If y ou’ve made it all the wa y t o 
Southeast Asia, y ou’ll likely be on  a 
limited schedule—especially if y ou’ve 
arrived via a long-haul flight fr om Europe 
or North America. The good ne ws is that 
Singapore is easy . I t’s such a small place 

that virtually every sight is relatively close. 
Still, with so many to choose fr om, it can 
be tough to whittle down the must-sees. In 
this chapter I’ ve done that job for y ou, 
identifying the best and mor e impor tant 
sights and wor king them into ev en the 
shortest stay.
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CHINATOWN

On the south bank of the riv er, go-
downs, or warehouses, lined the water-
side. B ehind, offices and r esidences 
sprang up for the Chinese community 
of merchants and “coolie” laborers who 
worked the river- and sea-trade. Raffles 
named this section Chinatown, a name 
that stands today.

TANJONG PAGAR

Neighboring Chinatown to the south-
west is Tanjong Pagar, a small district 
where w ealthy Chinese and E urasians 
built plantations and manors. With the 
development of the steamship , Keppel 
Harbour, a deep natural harbor just off 
the shore of Tanjong Pagar, was built up 
to r eceive the larger v essels. Tanjong 
Pagar quickly dev eloped into a com-
mercial and r esidential ar ea filled with 
workers who flocked ther e to suppor t 
the industry.
 In the early days, both Chinato wn 
and Tanjong Pagar were amazing sights 
of city activity . R ow houses lined the 
streets with shops on the bottom floors 
and homes on the second and thir d. 
Chinese coolie laborers commonly lived 
16 to a r oom, and the ar ea flourished 
with gambling casinos, clubs, and  
opium dens for them to spend their 
spare time and money . I ndians also 
thronged to the ar ea to wor k on the 
docks, a small r eminder that although 
races had their o wn ar eas, they w ere 
never exclusive communities.
 As r ecently as the 1970s, a walk 
down the str eets in this ar ea was an 
adventure: The shops housed Chinese 
craftsmen and ar tists. O n the str eets, 

hawkers peddled food and other mer-
chandise. Calligrapher scribes set up 
shop on side walks to write letters for a 
fee. Housewives would bustle, r unning 
their daily errands. Ov erhead, laundr y 
hung from bamboo poles.
 Today both of these districts ar e 
sleepy in comparison. New Towns offer-
ing affor dable housing hav e siphoned 
residents off to the suburbs, and though 
the government has renovated many of 
the old shophouses in an attempt to 
preserve histor y, they ’re no w tenanted 
by law offices and ar chitectural, public 
relations, and adv ertising firms. The 
only time y ou’ll see this place hustle 
anymore is during w eekday lunchtime 
when all the professionals dash out for a 
bite.

HISTORIC DISTRICT

The nor th bank was originally r eserved 
for colonial administrative buildings and 
is today commonly r eferred to as the  
Historic District. The center point was  
the Padang, the field on which the Euro-
peans would play spor ts and hold out-
door cer emonies. Around the field, the  
Parliament B uilding, S upreme Cour t, 
City H all, and other municipal build-
ings sprang up in grand style. G overn-
ment Hill, the present-day Fort Canning 
Hill, was home of the go vernors. The 
Esplanade along the water front was a  
center for European social activities and  
music gatherings, when colonials would  
don their finest Western styles and walk  
the par k under parasols or cr uise in  
horse-drawn carriages. These days, the  
Historic D istrict is still the center of  
most of the government’s operations and 

 The main focal point of the city is the S ingapore River, which on a map is located at 
the southern point of the island, flo wing west to east into M arina Bay. It’s along the 
banks of this riv er that S ir Stamford Raffles landed and built his settlement for the 
East India Trading Company. As trade prospered, the banks of the river were expanded 
to handle commer ce, behind which neighborhoods and administrativ e offices took 
root. In 1822, Raffles developed a Town Plan which allocated neighborhoods to each 
of the races who’d come in droves to find work and begin lives. The lines drawn then 
remain today, shaping the major ethnic enclaves held within the city limits.
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home to numerous high-rise hotels and 
shopping malls. The ar ea on the bank 
of the riv er is celebrated as Raffles ’s 
landing site.

ORCHARD ROAD

To the nor thwest of the H istoric D is-
trict, in the ar ea along O rchard and 
Tanglin roads, a residential area was cre-
ated for E uropeans and E urasians. 
Homes and plantations were eventually 

replaced b y apar tment buildings and 
shops, and in the early 1970s luxur y 
hotels ushered tourism into the ar ea in 
full force. In the 1980s, huge shopping 
malls w ere er ected along the sides of 
Orchard R oad, turning the O rchard-
scape into the shopping hub it contin-
ues to be. The Tanglin area is home to 
most of the foreign embassies in S inga-
pore.
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LITTLE INDIA

The natural landscape of Little I ndia 
made it a natural location for an Indian 
settlement. I ndians w ere the original 
cattle hands and traders in S ingapore, 
and this ar ea’s natural grasses and  
springs provided their cattle with food 
and water while bamboo gr oves sup-
plied necessar y lumber for their pens. 
Later, with the establishment of brick 
kilns, I ndian constr uction labor ers 
flocked to the area to find work. Today 
many elements of I ndian cultur e per-
sist, although I ndians make up a small 
percentage of the curr ent population. 
Shops, r estaurants, and temples still 
serve the community , and on S undays 
Little India is a tr ue mob scene, when 
all the wor kers hav e their day off and 
come to the streets here to socialize and 
relax.

KAMPONG GLAM

Kampong G lam, neighboring Little  
India, was given to Sultan Hussein and 
his family as par t of his agr eement to 
turn Singapore over to Raffles. Here he 
built his Istana (palace) and the S ultan 
Mosque, and the ar ea subsequently  
filled with M alay and Arab M uslims 
who impor ted a distinct I slamic flavor 
to the neighborhood. The area is still a 
focal point of Muslim society in S inga-
pore, thanks to Sultan Mosque, and the 
Istana has become a ne w exhibit cele-
brating Malay culture. Arab S treet is a 
regular draw for both tourists and locals 
who come to find deals on fabrics and 
local and regional crafts.

SHENTON WAY: DOWNTOWN

Two ar eas of the city center ar e r ela-
tively new, having been built atop huge 
parcels of r eclaimed land. Where the 
eastern edges of Chinato wn and Tan-
jong P agar once touched the water ’s 
edge, land reclamation created the pres-
ent-day downtown business district that 
is named after its central thor oughfare, 
Shenton W ay. This W all Street–like 
district is home to the skyscrapers that 
grace S ingapore’s skyline and to the 
banks and businesses that hav e made 
the place an international financial cap-
ital. D uring w eekday business hours, 
Shenton Way is packed with scurr ying 
businesspeople—after-hours and on  
weekends, it ’s nothing mor e than a 
quiet for est of concr ete, metal, and 
glass.

MARINA BAY

The Marina Bay area will soon be the 
new focal point for the city . With the 
Shenton Way financial district on one 
side, the H istoric D istrict on another , 
and S untec conv ention center on y et 
another, the bay is humming with  
activity. In the coming years, with con-
struction of one of S ingapore’s ne w 
casino integrated resorts, new office towers, 
and luxury condominiums on a tract of  
reclaimed land, Marina Bay will become 
a vibrant district of ar ts and enter tain-
ment wher e S ingaporeans and for eign 
residents can work and also live.
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SUBURBAN SINGAPORE
With rapid urbanization in the 20th century, plantations and farms turned into suburban 
residential areas, many with their own ethnic roots.
KATONG

To the east of the city is Katong, a 
famous r esidential district inhabited  
primarily b y P eranakan (S traits Chi-

nese) and E urasian families. I ts str eets 
were, and still ar e, lined with P erana-
kan-style terrace houses, a r esidential 
variation of the shophouse found in 
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commercial districts. The P eranakans 
and E urasians w ere tolerant gr oups, a 
result of interracial marriages and mul-
ticultural family life, who cr eated a 
close-knit community that ’s carried  
over to the present day. Main streets are 
still lined with Peranakan restaurants as 
well as many Catholic chur ches and 
schools that served the Eurasians.

GEYLANG

As public transportation opened up the 
eastern sections of the island, neighbor-
hoods extended far ther out. G eylang, 
the neighborhood just bey ond Katong, 
was and still is primarily a M alay dis-
trict. Joo Chiat and Geylang roads were 
once lined with antiques shops and 
restaurants where halal foods, in accor-
dance with I slamic laws, w ere ser ved. 
Today a lot of the shophouses are being 
renovated, but it ’s still a good ar ea to 
find house wares, fabrics, and modern 
furniture shops. At night, parts of Gey-
lang ar e notorious for par tially r egu-
lated prostitution.

CHANGI VILLAGE

Also to the east is Changi Village, at the 
far eastern tip of the island. It was built 
as the r esidential section of a B ritish 
military post, but the B rits ar e gone 
now and Changi is pr etty quiet, with 
not much to see other than a large 
hawker center with some gr eat seafood 
and a public beach from which you can 
see Singapore’s northern islands, Malay-
sia, and I ndonesia. The one notable 
aspect of the place is that it’s where you 
pick up ferries to Pulau Ubin.

TIONG BAHRU

To the w est is an old neighborhood,  
Tiong B ahru. I ts original inhabitants  
were Chinese fr om the Chinato wn and  
Tanjong P agar district, and the neigh-
borhood remains largely Chinese today . 
In the 1960s, the go vernment r eplaced 
small homes and makeshift housing with 
high-rise public apartment housing. The 

younger generations hav e since mo ved 
on to bigger housing in the New Towns, 
leaving the place mostly populated b y 
the elderly.

HOLLAND VILLAGE

Located to the west of the city, Holland 
Village is another famous neighbor-
hood that’s become a tourist attraction 
in its o wn right. I ts nucleus of shops 
carries mer chandise catering to the  
wants and needs of Westerners, many of 
whom r eside in the vicinity . D espite 
Western customers, ther e ar en’t neces-
sarily Western goods her e, but rather 
the kind of rattan furnishings, baskets, 
pottery, and other r egional gifts and 
housewares that add Asian touches to 
otherwise Western-style homes.

THE NEW TOWNS

In the 1960s, to deal with the gr owing 
Singapore populations, the government 
created a scheme to build r esidential 
areas along an imaginar y circle around 
the center of the island. These N ew 
Towns consist of blocks of high-rise 
public apartments around which shops, 
markets, schools, and clinics settled to 
support the r esidents. Villages, farms, 
and orchards were leveled; swamps were 
drained; and local str eams were turned 
into concrete channels to make way for 
towns such as B edok, Tampines, Pasir 
Ris, Toa Payoh, B ishan, Ang M o Kio, 
Yishun, Woodlands, and Clementi.  
One trip on the sub way, and all these 
names become familiar , as the M ass 
Rapid Transit (MR T) system was  
brought into the scheme to pr ovide 
affordable transpor tation to all the  
towns.
 Since 1960, almost one million go v-
ernment-subsidized apar tments hav e 
been built, allowing over 80% of Singa-
pore’s population to o wn their o wn 
homes. B ut ho wever appealing this  
housing scheme sounded at first, r esi-
dents in N ew Towns hav e their com-
plaints. The apar tments hav e become 

ban 

eets 
ana-
ntial 
d in 
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extremely expensiv e, and long waiting 
lists are filled with couples who want to 
buy their first homes and families who 
need to upgrade to larger digs. B eyond 
questions of expense, though, ther e’s 

the fact that the N ew Towns are singu-
larly characterless, with high-rises loom-
ing o verhead and compar tmentalized 
living cr eating an urban anonymity  
among the many inhabitants.

Kampong Life

When the stress of modern societ y gets them do wn, many Singaporeans look 
back with long ing to the da ys when lif e was simple , before the go vernment 
housing schemes shifted everyone out of their kampongs.
 Kampongs, M alay f or “villages” (and spelled kampung in M alaysia), w ere, 
once upon a time , home t o most of Singapor e’s population. Chinese , Malays, 
and Indians lived side b y side in small clust ers of houses that w ere built fr om 
wood and attap thatch and raised on stilts. Built along the shores of the island 
and close to jungles, the houses and buildings were nestled against backdrops 
of idyllic g reenery surr ounded b y banana and c oconut g roves and marshes . 
Homes had land f or chicken c oops and k itchen gar dens, and back yards in 
which children could play. The k ampongs had c entral wells, provision shops, 
and sometimes t emples and mosques . Despit e their po verty, the k ampong 
villages represented community.
 The 1950s and 1960s w ere the hey day of k ampong lif e. Lat er the houses 
were impr oved with c orrugated metal , c oncrete, and linoleum, all of which 
rusted and rotted over time, making the kampongs look more like slums than 
the homey villages they onc e w ere. I nside, modernization br ought go vern-
ment-mandated running wat er, plumbing, and ev en electrical appliances like 
TVs, refrigerators, and telephones. Still, all in all , life was hardly opulent. Today 
this entire way of life is just a memory. Every last kampong has been razed, the 
inhabitants relocated by the government to public housing estat es. Many for-
mer kampong inhabitants have had a difficult time adjusting to life in concrete 
high-rises with no front porch or backyard and neighbors who are too busy to 
remember their names. Despite the truth that k ampong life reflected poverty 
and struggle, its memory remains a link t o older days that, however irrelevant 
to the modern world, still warm the hear ts of many Singaporeans.

2  T H E  B E S T  O F  S I N G A P O R E  I N  1  D AY

Perhaps you’re in S ingapore only o vernight en r oute. Here’s how to make the best of it.  
Since the city is compact, y ou can take in some sights fairly easily and still make it to the  
airport for your flight out. If your time is very limited, I recommend you bypass the muse-
ums and head straight for the str eets, where you’ll find a “living museum ” of sor ts, with 
local people, food, shops, and places of worship , plus a couple of inter esting cultural dis-
plays. Do yourself a fav or and stop first at a Singapore Tourism Board (STB) Visitors’ 
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The Best of S ingapore: Day 1 & D ay 2 
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f it.  
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Centre to pick up copies of their walking tour pamphlets, one for each of S ingapore’s 
ethnic neighborhoods. The brochures identify points of inter est and bits of local color as  
you walk along neighborhood str eets. They’re very well done. I r ecommend you start in 
Kampong Glam, Singapore’s historical home base for M alay heritage (M alays were, after 
all, the original inhabitants). Chinato wn makes an excellent afternoon of strolling, and in 
the evening, the night safari in Singapore Zoological Gardens is always a good time. Start: 
Taxi to Arab Street.

1 Arab Street 
This shor t str eet is lined with shops that 
sell Malaysian and Indonesian batik cloth 

and home decor items, baskets, car ved 
wood, objets d ’art, and other gifts. M ost 
places will be open b y 10am, but if it ’s a 
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with souvenir shops with tons of curious 
finds, plus some beautiful art and antiques 
galleries, so be sur e to wander ar ound a 
bit. See p. 128. 

5 Yue Hwa 
This Chinese emporium is practically a 
museum of Chinese handicrafts, filled 
with floor after floor of fabulous shopping. 
Excellent buys her e include r eady-made 
silk clothing, embr oidered handbags,  
carved jade, potter y, and cloisonné.  
Unusual buys include musical instr u-
ments, men’s coolie outfits, and plenty of 
strange Chinese interpretations of Western 
goods. See p. 168.

Take a taxi from Yue Hwa to Thian Hock Keng Temple. 
6 Thian Hock Keng Temple 
If you see any one Chinese temple in S in-
gapore, this is it. O ne of the earliest built, 
it is a meaningful tribute to the Taoist gods 
and goddesses that hav e guided the Chi-
nese community her e. Try to get her e 
before 5pm so y ou have time for r elaxed 
exploration. See p. 132. 

7 Night Safari 
If you come from temperate climes, this is 
a rar e chance to see nocturnal animals. 
This is the one place wher e all S ingapor-
eans bring their foreign visitors, and I have 
yet to see anyone walk away unimpressed. 
Also, an easy dinner can be had from local- 
and fast-food stalls at the par k entrance. 
See p. 147. 

Sunday, they’ll be closed; in that case, head 
straight to the Sultan Mosque instead. See 
p. 169.

2 Sultan Mosque  
Just off Arab S treet, y ou can ’t miss the 
towering onion dome of this mosque. The 
most historic in Singapore, its grounds are 
open, so feel fr ee to explor e within its 
walls, including the ablutions ar ea, where 
worshipers wash up before prayers accord-
ing to Muslim tradition, and a small grave 
site with unmar ked stones. I nside the 
front entrance, they can pr ovide r obes if 
you’re w earing shor ts or a sleev eless top . 
Come before the noontime pray ers, espe-
cially on F ridays; other wise, y ou may be 
asked to wait until they ’re finished. N on-
Muslims are not permitted inside the main 
prayer hall. See p. 137. 

3 Malay Heritage Centre 
Just a 2-minute str oll fr om the mosque, 
the M alay H eritage Centr e is inside the 
restored palace of the original sultanate. 
The staff her e is r eally nice and can also 
chat about the local M alay cultur e fr om 
their personal experiences. See p. 136. 

Take a taxi from Arab S treet to the Chinatown Heri-
tage Centre.
4 Chinatown Heritage Centre 
Say goodbye to Malay culture and hello to 
Chinese and a w elcome r espite fr om the 
midday heat (it ’s air-conditioned!). The 
streets surrounding the center ar e packed 

3  T H E  B E S T  O F  S I N G A P O R E  I N  2  D AYS

On your second day, continue to explor e life at gr ound level with a morning meander 
through Little India, the heart of Singapore’s Indian community. After lunch, escape the 
afternoon heat at the Asian Civilisations Museum, then finish your day with a Singapore 
Sling at Raffles Hotel. Start: Taxi to Serangoon Road or MRT to Little India station.

Acc
desc
early
jogg
reno
air-c
the 
no. 

1 Serangoon Road 
A long strip where the locals come to buy 
spices (check out the old grinding mill on 
Cuff Rd. just off S erangoon), flowers (see 
the sellers making jasmine garlands by the 

roadside), Bollywood DVDs (you can hear 
the music blaring out into the street), saris 
(you can have one made for yourself ), and 
all kinds of cer emonial items, many of 
which make ex cellent gifts. This is one of 
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tions of the many cultures that influenced 
Singapore’s heritage. D on’t leav e without 
checking out the gift shop , which features 
exceptional r egional handicrafts. They 
take special car e to suppor t crafting com-
munities. See p. 115. 

5 The Historic District
From A CM, take a walk thr ough the 
downtown civic center , wher e y ou’ll pass 
the O ld P arliament H ouse, the P adang, 
the S upreme Cour t, City H all, and S t. 
Andrew’s Cathedral. The stroll takes only 
about a half-hour, a bit more if you linger 
at any of the sights. See p. 114.

6 The Singapore Sling
Walk past Raffles City S hopping Centr e 
and y ou’ll find Raffles H otel. Take y our 
time to wander thr ough her public spaces 
(visitors are not allo wed in r esidents’ cor-
ridors). There’s upscale shopping, pr etty 
courtyards, and lots of dining options. 
Head for the Long B ar where you can sip 
a sweet Singapore Sling at the place where 
the drink was invented. To be honest, this 
isn’t the actual bar; the current Long Bar is 
a replica built into the Raffles ’ new wing. 
But after a couple of these po werful con-
coctions, you won’t care. See p. 179.

the fe w old neighborhoods in S ingapore 
that hasn’t been “Disney-fied” by the gov-
ernment. If you love chaos, come on Sun-
days, when most wor kers hav e their day 
off. This place is packed like Calcutta!

2 Sri Veerama Kaliamman  
Midway down Serangoon Road you’ll find 
this brightly color ed temple humming 
with devotees all times of the day. Take off 
your shoes to explore the dioramas inside. 
If y ou get her e early enough, y ou can 
watch as the statues inside are bathed. The 
water, considered blessed, runs off a small 
spout behind the left side of the main 
altar. See p. 135. 

3 Mustafa Centre 
Farther along S erangoon Road, Mustafa’s 
is a crazy I ndian emporium. While many 
of the goods ar e pretty standard, look for 
all the neat I ndia impor ts. E xplore the 
basement sari fabric depar tment, one of 
the largest in Singapore. I love the grocer-
ies section with r ow after r ow of bo xed 
curry mixes—great to take back home! Or 
check out M ustafa’s thr ee floors of the 
most elaborate gold je welry y ou’ve ev er 
seen. See p. 169. 

Take a taxi from Mustafa’s to the Asian Civilisations 
Museum.
4 Asian Civilisations 
Museum 
This is my fav orite museum, for its w ell-
planned displays and handsome pr esenta-
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4  T H E  B E S T  O F  S I N G A P O R E  I N  3  D AYS

According to the S ingapore Tourism Boar d, the av erage visitor stays 3.5 days. I f this 
describes you, ther e’s still plenty of good things to see and do befor e you depar t. An 
early-morning visit to the S ingapore Botanic G ardens is especially r ecommended for 
joggers and photographers. Once the sun has burned away the de w, head for the ne wly 
renovated National Museum of S ingapore to cool off (notice I always r ecommend the 
air-conditioned attractions during the hottest time of the day). A late-afternoon visit to 
the Jurong BirdPark rounds out a r elaxing day of sights. Start: Orchard MRT, then bus 
no. 7, 105, 106, or 174 fr om Orchard Blvd.

hear 
saris 
and 

y of 
e of 
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The Best of S ingapore: Day 3

1 Singapore Botanic Gardens 
There’s no r eason to stop y our wor kout 
routine just because y ou’re traveling. Start 
your jog—or walk—early (it opens at 
5am!) to beat the heat and so y ou won’t 
feel rushed through the beautiful displays 
of tr opical plants, shady tr ees, vivid  
blooms, and delicate bonsai, and don ’t 
forget to visit the National Orchid Garden 
(open at 8:30am) while y ou’re ther e. S ee 
p. 144. 

2 National Museum of 
Singapore 
Recently r edone, ther e’s nothing musty 
about this histor y lesson. An interactiv e, 

multimedia, IMAX-ed good time, it ’s also 
highly r ecommended for childr en, as the 
goal of the National Heritage Board was to 
make history accessible to ev eryone. They 
did a great job. See p. 121. 

3 Jurong BirdPark 
As long as you’re in the Tropics, check out 
the birds in this beautifully executed park. 
Feeding activities, educational tours, and 
shows keep it lively. See p. 141. 



Where to Stay 
in Singapore

5

Competition is fierce among hotels 
in the G arden City , driv en b y a steady 
stream of business and conv ention travel-
ers, many of whom stay at international 
hotel chains such as H yatt, H ilton, 
Sheraton, and M arriott (all r epresented 
here). These companies inv est millions in 
a never-ending cycle of r enovations, con-
stantly upgrading their super-r oyal-regal 
executive facilities, all in an attempt to lure 
suits and CEO s and—ev entually, it is 
hoped—land lucrative corporate accounts.

Sadly, this means that good-quality  
budget accommodations ar e not a high 
priority on the island. B etween the busi-
ness community ’s demand for luxur y on 

the one hand and the inflated Singaporean 
real estate mar ket on the other , r oom 
prices tend to be high. What this means 
for leisure travelers is that you may end up 
paying for a business center y ou’ll nev er 
use or a 24-hour str ess-reliever masseuse 
you’ll never call—and all this without the 
benefit of a corporate discount rate.

Don’t fret, though: I’m here to tell y ou 
that ther e’s a range of accommodations 
out there—you just have to know where to 
look. In this chapter, I’ll help you pick the 
right accommodations for y ou, based on 
your v acation goals and y our budget, so 
you can make the most of y our stay.

CHOOSING YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD
In considering wher e you’ll stay, think about what y ou’ll be doing in S ingapore—that 
way, you can choose a hotel that ’s close to the par ticular action that suits y ou. (On the 
other hand, because S ingapore is a small place and public transpor tation is ex cellent, 
really nothing’s ever too far away.)

Orchard Road has the largest cluster of hotels in the city and is right in the hear t of 
Singaporean shopping mania—the malls and wide side walks where locals and tourists 
stroll to see and be seen. The Historic District has hotels that ar e near museums and 
sights, while those in Marina Bay center mor e around the business pr ofessionals who 
come to S ingapore for Suntec City, the giant conv ention and exhibition center located 
there. These hotels in Marina Bay overlook the bay, the Singapore Flyer, and the Harbor, 
offering some of the best vie ws in to wn. Chinatown and Tanjong Pagar hav e some 
lovely boutique hotels in quaint back streets, and Shenton Way has a couple of high-rise 
places for the conv enience of people doing business in the do wntown business district. 
On a strict budget, but want to be close to the center of things? Check out my r ecom-
mendations on and ar ound Bencoolen Street for decent backpacker stops. M any hotels 
have free morning and evening shuttle buses to Orchard Road, Suntec City, and Shenton 
Way. I’ve also listed two hotels on Sentosa, an island to the south that’s a popular day or 
weekend trip for many S ingaporeans and might be a good choice for families or honey-
mooners. (It’s connected to Singapore by a causeway, cable cars, and a light-rail system.) 
Remember, S ingapore isn’t huge and has myriad transpor t options, so nothing ’s ev er 
really far away.
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CHOOSING YOUR HOME AWAY FROM HOME
What appeals to y ou? A big, flashy , internationalist palace or a small, homier place? 
Hyatt, Sheraton, Hilton, and InterContinental are just a fe w of the international chain 
hotels you will find in S ingapore. For the most par t, these city hotels ar e nondescript 
towers—though Swissôtel The Stamford has the distinction of being the tallest hotel in 
Southeast Asia, with 71 floors. A fe w exceptions stand out. The Shangri-La, operating a 
highly reputable luxury hotel chain in Asia, has a property near Orchard Road with gor-
geous landscaped grounds and a pool area, making it truly a resort inside the city. Mean-
while, Shangri-La’s Rasa Sentosa Resort and the Sentosa Resort & Spa on Sentosa Island 
are out-of-the-way but hav e a r eal “get-away-from-it-all” ambience. I n addition, a fe w 
hotels offer charming accommodations in historical pr emises. The most notable is Raf-
fles, a Southeast Asian classic, and the Fullerton Hotel Singapore, converted from the old 
general post office building. B ut you need not pay a for tune for quaint digs. B udget 
places like Alber t Cour t Hotel and the SHA Villa offer budget r ooms with old-world 
charm in great locations.

A ne wer tr end is the boutique hotel. Conceiv ed as par t of the U rban R estoration 
Authority’s renewal plans, rows of old shophouses and historic buildings in ethnic ar eas 
like Chinatown and Tanjong Pagar have been restored and transformed into small, lovely 
hotels. Places like the Scarlet Hotel and the Inn at Temple Street are beautiful examples 
of local flavor turned into quaint accommodations. O thers, like the trendy New Majes-
tic, focus on art and design, with rooms dramatically different from each other and from 
the usual corporate tones of tan and beige that pr edominate in the city ’s high-rises. 
Although these places can put y ou closer to the hear t of S ingapore, they do hav e their 
drawbacks—for one, both the hotels and their rooms tend to be smaller than their mod-
ern counterpar ts, and due to building codes and a lack of space, most ar e unable to 
provide facilities like swimming pools, Jacuzzis, or fitness centers.

Although budget hotels have very limited facilities and simpler interior style, y ou can 
always expect a clean r oom. What’s more, ser vice can sometimes be mor e personal in 
smaller hotels, where front desk staff has fe wer faces to r ecognize and is accustomed to 
helping guests with the sor ts of things a business center or concierge would handle in a 
larger hotel. Par for the course, many of the guests in these places ar e backpackers, and 
mostly Western backpackers, at that. H owever, you will see some r egional folks staying 
in these places. Note: The budget accommodations listed her e are places decent enough 
for any standards. While cheaper digs are available, the rooms can be dreary and depress-
ing, musty and old, or downright sleazy.

Unless you choose one of the extreme budget hotels, there are some standard features 
you can expect to find everywhere. Although no hotels offer a courtesy car or limousine, 
many have courtesy shuttles to popular parts of town. Security key cards are catching on, 
and while in-room safes are standard, many are shifting to safes that incorporate a plug 
so you can charge electr onics gadgets while they ’re locked away. You’ll also see in-house 
movies and, many times, CNN, ESPN, and HBO on y our TV. Voice mail is gaining 
popularity, and fax services can always be provided upon request. You’ll find most places 
have adequate fitness center facilities, almost all of which offer a range of massage tr eat-
ments—hotels generally do not offer in-r oom massage tr eatments. Pools tend to be on 
the small side, and Jacuzzis are often placed in men’s and women’s locker rooms, making 
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it impossible for couples to use them together. Although tour desks can be found in some 
lobbies, car-rental desks are nonexistent.

Many of the finest r estaurants in S ingapore are located in hotels, either operated b y 
the hotel directly or just inhabiting rented space. Some hotels host five or six restaurants, 
each serving a differ ent cuisine. G enerally, you can expect these r estaurants to be mor e 
expensive than places located outside hotels. I n each hotel review, the distinguished res-
taurants have been noted; these restaurants are also fully reviewed in chapter 6.

RATES
For a “Little Red Dot,” Singapore gets big visitor numbers. H otel prices—already com-
paratively expensive for Asia—continued to set r ecords in 2007, when occupancy rates 
hit an all-time high of 87%. With room rates rising more than 20% year-on-year and an 
average room now breaking the S$200 ($134/£90) barrier for the first time, this can be 
a tough destination for travelers on a budget. As more and more hotels move away from 
the rack rate system of published r oom prices, it can be difficult to compar e value, so 
although some rack rates are included here, there are plenty of promotional rates on offer. 
A little research can really pay off, leaving your expensive hotel costing less on a particu-
lar date than a so-called moderate hotel. I f you’ve decided where you want to stay, make 
sure you call in adv ance and ask what special deals ar e available. Also check out hotel 
discount w ebsites on the I nternet (such as www .asiarooms.com, abo ve), though they 
don’t list every hotel. Places that have just completed renovation programs tend to offer 
good discounts, and many business-orientated hotels have special rates for weekends and 
longer stays.

Rates sho wn her e r epresent the price of a standar d double r oom in high season, 
booked via the I nternet. For the purposes of this guide, I’ ve divided hotels into these 
categories: very expensive, S$450 (US$302/£203) and up; expensiv e, S$300 to S$450 
(US$201–US$302/£135–£203); moderate, S$200 to S$300 (US$134–US$201/£90–
£135); and inexpensive, under S$200 (US$134/£90).

TAXES & SERVICE CHARGES
All rates listed ar e in S ingapore dollars, with U.S. dollar and B ritish pound equivalents 
provided as w ell (remember to check the ex change rate when y ou’re planning, though, 
because rates fluctuate). Most rates do not include the so-called “++” tax es and charges: 
the 10% service charge and 7% goods and services tax (GST). Keep these in mind when 
figuring your budget. Some budget hotels will quote discount rates inclusive of all taxes, 
and Internet sites normally include taxes.
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Tips  Making Hotel Reservations Online

The website www.asiarooms.com offers the best rates I’ve seen for Internet 
bookings, particularly for hotels in the Very Expensive and Expensive categories; 
however, they don’t have deals for every hotel property. It’s worth it to browse 
and compare.
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THE BUSY SEASON
Busy season? I t’s all busy season in S ingapore, with month-b y-month occupancy rates 
holding steady over 80%. Visitors are advised to book rooms well in advance, and check 
with the Singapore Tourism Board to make sure there are no huge conventions in town 
during your dates. That said, probably the worst time to find a last-minute r oom or to 
negotiate a fav orable rate will be betw een Christmas and the Chinese N ew Year, when 
folks travel on vacation and to see their families.

MAKING RESERVATIONS ON THE GROUND
If you are not able to make a reservation before your trip, a reservation service is available 
at Changi I nternational Airport. The Singapore Hotel Association operates desks in all 
three main terminals, with r eservation services based upon r oom availability for many 
hotels. Reservation lines ar e open 24 hours: Terminal 1 & 65/6542-6966; Terminal 2 
& 65/6545-0318; Terminal 3 & 65/6542-0442.

1  T H E  H I S TO R I C  D I S T R I C T

VERY EXPENSIVE
The Fairmont  The Fairmont is designed to make life easy for the weary trav-
eler. Close to the sights of the historic district, it’s also directly above an MRT hub and 
next to the enormous Raffles City shopping center r eplete with restaurants, supermar-
kets, and swish stores. Rooms in the North Tower have an attractive and contemporary 
Asian flavor, while S outh Tower rooms have polished wooden floors, Bose sound sys-
tems, and Heavenly Beds with 10 layers of goose feathers. Ask for a harbor vie w in the 
South Tower to enjo y the best vie ws of the financial district skyscrapers o verlooking 
Marina Bay. The Amrita Spa is Singapore’s largest spa, with plunge pools, a huge range 
of Asian and E uropean tr eatments, and a state-of-the-ar t fitness center that ’s open 
around the clock. B usiness facilities ar e outstanding, with a dedicated ex ecutive floor 
with its own lounge, complimentary use of meeting rooms, in-room espresso machines, 
and a private gym.
2 Stamford Rd., Singapore 178882. & 65/6339-7777. Fax 65/6337-1554. www.fairmont.com/singapore. 
769 units. S$484 (US$324/£218) double; from S$1,177 (US$789/£530) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. City Hall MRT. 
Amenities: 12 r estaurants; martini bar, lobby lounge, and a liv e jazz v enue; outdoor pool; spa w/gym, 
Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; c oncierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free 
rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house mo vies, minibar, 
hair dryer.

The Fullerton Hotel Singapor e  The historic Fullerton, which riv als Raffles 
in luxury and ar chitecture, is r egularly voted one of Asia ’s top hotels. S uperb views in 
almost every direction include the Singapore River and historic district, the city skyline, 
and the harbor. Built in 1928 as the General Post Office, its location, immense size, and 
classical Doric columns ar e testament to its vital r ole in the colonial go vernment. The 
restoration and hotel conv ersion have been done beautifully , with lofty , elegant public 
spaces and guest rooms cleverly arranged to fit the original structure. Rooms are oases of 
comfort, stylish and contemporar y with flatscr een TVs, P layStations, large desks, and 
Philippe Starck fittings in the enormous bathr ooms. Facilities are excellent, too, with a 
state-of-the-art gym and spa and an infinity pool that o verlooks the riv er. Standards of 
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Albert Court Hotel  1
Allson Hotel Singapore 8
Carlton Hotel Singapore  9
The Fairmont  11
The Fullerton Hotel Singapore  14
Grand Park City Hall  7
Hotel Bencoolen  3
Hotel Intercontinental Singapore  10

The Mandarin Oriental,
    Singapore  16
Marina Mandarin
    Singapore  15
Novotel Clarke
    Quay Singapore  5
The Pan Pacific Hotel
    Singapore  17

Parkroyal on Beach Road  19
Peninsula·Excelsior Hotel  6
Perak Hotel  2
Raffles Hotel  12
The Ritz-Carlton,
    Millenia Singapore  18
Strand Hotel  4
Swissôtel The Stamford  13
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service are second to none. A range of r estaurants offer fine dining, sophisticated bars, 
and a location that’s perfect for business and pleasure.
1 Fullerton Sq., Singapore 049178. & 800/44-UTELL (448-8355) in the U.S. and Canada, 800/221-176 in 
Australia, 800/933-123 in New Z ealand, or 65/6733-8388. F ax 65/6735-8388. w ww.fullertonhotel.com. 
400 units. S$507 (US$340/£228) double; S$900 (US$603/£405) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Raffles 
Place MRT. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; bar and lobb y lounge; out door infinity pool w/view of the Singa-
pore River; health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, and st eam; spa w/massage and beaut y treatments; concierge; 
airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/
satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.
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The Mandarin Orien tal Singapor e  The Mandarin Oriental is the most 
elegant of the M arina Bay atrium-style hotels, with its subdued lobb y of dar k polished 
marble, rich fabrics, and stunning or chid arrangements. Even the central elevator lobby 
is surrounded by softly trickling limpid pools. The king- and queen-size bedrooms have 
a sophisticated contemporary Asian look and beautiful silk prints and upholstered wicker 
chairs. Bathrooms have a separate bath and sho wer, separated fr om the bedr oom by a 
glass wall (with wooden blinds, for modesty). O ceanview rooms overlook the Singapore 
Flyer and the bay , though only suites hav e balconies with a seating ar ea. The ne wly 
refurbished city-facing r ooms have attractive modern oak par titions and marble bath-
rooms. The Mandarin Oriental’s r estaurants and bars ar e excellent, though expensiv e, 
and its hushed, exotic spa is to die for. Service is superb.
5 Raffles Ave., Marina Square, Singapore 039797. & 800/526-6566 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/123-693 
in A ustralia, 800/2828-3838 in New Z ealand or the U .K., or 65/6338-0066. F ax 65/6339-9537. w ww.
mandarinoriental.com/singapore. 524 units . S$458 (US$307/£206) double; fr om S$786 (US$527/£354) 
suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 10-min. walk to City Hall MRT. Amenities: 4 restaurants; bar and lobby lounge; out-
door pool; health club; spa w/Jacuzzi, sauna, and st eam; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; 
babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-
house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Raffles Hotel  Walking into Raffles has a palpable sense of ev ent. Liveried Sikh 
doormen usher y ou through the ornate wr ought-iron por tico into a lobb y that seems 
faithfully unaltered from the hotel’s 1930s heyday. If price is no object, then Raffles will 
deliver a blend of luxury, history, and colonial ambiance no other hotel can match. Only 
residents are allowed into the priv ate inner lobb y, or to str oll across the polished teak 
verandas overlooking tropical courtyards to suites decorated with a small elegant lounge, 
period furnishings, and a lo vely four-poster bed. Although suites ar e on the small side, 
every detail is tr ue to the hotel ’s heritage, making a stay her e the ultimate in r omance. 
Butlers provide customized ser vice for each suite. There is a small landscaped r ooftop 
pool and a spa that can arrange individualiz ed treatments with the utmost discr etion. 
Residents also hav e the benefit of eight ex ceptional dining choices in house. A stay at 
Raffles is an event in itself.
1 Beach Rd., Singapore 189673. & 800/232-1886 in the U.S. and Canada, or 65/6337-1886. Fax 65/6339-
7650. www.raffleshotel.com. 103 suites. From S$907 (US$608/£408) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Next to City Hall 
MRT. Amenities: 8 restaurants; 2 bars and a billiar ds room; outdoor pool; health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, 
steam, and spa; c oncierge; free airpor t transfers; room ser vice; bab ysitting; personal butler ser vice. In 
room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-room VCR, fax, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

The R itz-Carlton, M illenia Singapor e  No one could accuse the Ritz-
Carlton of looking like just another international hotel. A little less than 3 hectar es (7 
acres) of landscaped grounds give a sense of peace, despite its busy M arina Bay location. 
Inside the award-winning Kevin Roche’s building, the lobb y and public ar eas showcase 
extraordinary art: Hockney and Warhol brush shoulders with more than 4,000 works by 
international artists. You can’t miss Dale Chihuly’s vivid glass tendrils, which exude from 
the walls of the lounge and r estaurant areas on either side of the lobb y. Guest rooms are 
quiet and larger than most in S ingapore, and each has stunning vie ws of either the Kal-
lang or M arina bays. D ecor and furnishings ar e sumptuous and comfor table, from big 
wood-posted beds dressed in crisp white linens, to lounges, walk-in closets, and, for Club 
rooms, even Bulgari toiletries. Best of all are the huge octagonal picture windows placed 
next to the bathtub in ev ery room, surely the most luxurious way possible to unwind 
after a long day’s business or sightseeing. 
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7 Raffles Ave., Singapore 039799. & 800/241-3333 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/241-33333 in Australia, 
800/241-33333 in New Z ealand, 800/234-000 in the U .K., or 65/6337-8888. F ax 65/6338-0001. w ww.
ritzcarlton.com. 610 units. S$475 (US$318/£214) double; from S$681 (US$456/£306) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 
10-min. walk t o Cit y Hall MR T. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; lobb y lounge; out door pool; health club w/
sauna, st eam, and massage; out door Jacuzzi; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; 
smoke-free rooms; executive level rooms; outdoor lighted tennis court. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite pro-
gramming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

EXPENSIVE
Carlton Hotel Singapore  This Carlton property comprises two buildings, the 
26-story Main Wing and the 19-story Annex Wing. Leisure travelers will be most inter-
ested in the lower-priced superior and deluxe rooms in the Main Wing. While rooms in 
both categories are the same size, deluxe rooms have broadband Internet access in-room, 
a flatscreen TV, plus marble bathr oom decor (superiors ar e humble ceramic tile). The 
Annex houses pr emier deluxe rooms, which, for a pr emium, feature larger bathr ooms 
with separate bath and sho wer stall, an in-r oom safe to fit y our laptop, and access to a 
coin-operated launderette. All public spaces hav e been upgraded as w ell, including the 
lobby entrance, alfresco coffee shop, and tiny wine and cigar r oom. The location, in the 
center of the historic district, is gr eat. Ask for a r oom with a view of the city, but try to 
avoid the building noise from the Carlton’s new Executive Wing, due to be completed in 
2009.
76 Bras Basah Rd ., Singapore 189558. & 65/6338-8333. Fax 65/6339-6866. w ww.carltonhotel.sg. 627 
units. S$315 (US$211/£142) double; from S$500 (US$3350/£225) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to City 
Hall MRT. Amenities: 2 restaurants; lobby lounge; outdoor pool; health club w/sauna, st eam, and mas-
sage; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In 
room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar.

Grand Park City Hall   Formerly the Grand Plaza Parkroyal and the Parkroyal on 
Coleman Street, this property changed hands in 2007. B uilt on top of (and incorporat-
ing) 2 blocks of pr ewar shophouses, there are still hints of shophouse detail thr oughout 
the lobby. Renovation of the public ar eas, including the lobb y, restaurants, and spa, ar e 
newly completed, and executive rooms are due to be refurbished by the end of 2009. The 
hotel is located at the corner of Coleman and Hill streets, close to the Armenian Church, 
the Asian Civilisations M useum, and F ort Canning P ark—plus ther e’s a shuttle to 
Orchard Road. Guest rooms are of smaller siz e than av erage, have decent closet space, 
and sport sharp Italian contemporary furniture in natural tones, with homey touches like 
snuggly comforters on all the beds.
10 C oleman St., Singapor e 179809. & 65/6336-3456. Fax 65/6339-9311. w ww.parkhotelgroup.com/
gpch. 326 units . S$336 (US$225/£151) double; fr om S$500 (US$335/£225) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. 
walk to City Hall MRT. Amenities: 3 restaurants; lobby lounge; outdoor pool w/view of Armenian Church 
across the str eet; health club; spa w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; 
room service; babysitting; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, minibar.

Hotel In terContinental Singapor e  InterContinental has brilliantly incorpo-
rated a block of prewar shophouses into its design. While the hotel remains unmistakably 
modern and efficient, it ’s been admirably successful in infusing signatur es of the local 
Peranakan style, evident in the car ved panels dotted ar ound the hotel, and the use of 
ornate fabrics and porcelain in the vivid Peranakan palette. Deluxe rooms on the upper 
floors are large, pleasant, and w ell equipped, but in my vie w, it’s worth paying extra to 
get one of the S hophouse rooms or suites in the original par t of the building. Although 
they are slightly smaller, they have been beautifully and atmospherically renovated, with 

most 
hed 
bby 

have 
cker 
by a 
pore 
ewly 
ath-
sive, 

-693 
www.

354) 
out-
vice; 
d in-

Sikh 
ems 
will 

Only 
teak 
nge, 
ide, 
nce. 
ftop 
ion. 
y at 

339-
Hall 
una, 
e. In 
er.

Ritz-
s (7 
ion. 
case 
s by 
rom 
 are 
Kal-
big 

Club 
aced 
wind 



74

W
H

E
R

E
 T

O
 S

TA
Y

 I
N

 S
IN

G
A

P
O

R
E

5

T
H

E
 H

IS
T

O
R

IC
 D

IS
T

R
IC

T

fabr
allow
Pac 
full 
and
Sing
taur
fitn
7 Ra
Cana
sing
DC, M
light
port
satel

Swi
floo
gett
200
reno
the 
eno
the 
and
and
2 Sta
or 65
doub
lobb
cierg
A/C, 

MO
Alb
of c
loca
desi
sigh
heri
bath
plac
fron
stan
time
180 
units
ties:
prog

wooden floors, oriental r ugs, and good r eproduction antiques. The Club Lounge has 
recently been relocated to the second floor of the old building. For an additional charge, 
guests can enjoy complimentary breakfast, afternoon tea, and cocktails her e.
80 M iddle Rd ., Singapor e 188966 (near Bug is Junc tion). & 800/327-0200 in the U .S. and C anada, 
800/221-335 in A ustralia, 800/442-215 in New Z ealand, 800/0289-387 in the U .K., or 65/6338-7600. F ax 
65/6338-7366. w ww.intercontinental.com. 406 units . S$429 (US$287/£193) double; fr om S$513  
(US$344/£231) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Bugis MRT. Amenities: 3 restaurants; bar and lobby lounge; outdoor 
pool; health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, and massage; c oncierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; 
executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house mo vies, hair dr yer, mini-
bar, hair dryer.

Marina Mandarin Singapore  The atrium of the Marina Mandarin is a colos-
sal 21-story space, but it is peaceful and ser ene for its siz e and busy location due to the 
natural light that str eams through skylights and bir dsong from caged Chinese nightin-
gales. The r ecently r enovated r ooms ar e spacious and attractiv e, with crisp white bed 
linen offset b y dark wood furnitur e, Asian fabrics, and fr osted glass walls ar ound the 
well-equipped bathrooms. Premier Suites are more Western in flav or, using light wood 
and gold and white fabrics. Venus r ooms offer women trav elers comfor ts and conv e-
niences, including bath oils, custom pillows, and hair tongs. Each room has a balcony—
ask for a harbor view r oom. The M arina M andarin has the M arina S quare and 
Millennium Walk shopping malls on its doorstep . Though it’s a fair walk from this area 
to the MRT (subway), it’s possible to do most of the journey via air-conditioned malls, 
and taxis are plentiful here.
6 R affles Blvd., Marina Square, Singapore 039594. & 65/6845-1000. Fax 65/6845-1001. w ww.marina-
mandarin.com.sg. 575 units. S$395 (US$265/£178) double; from S$506 (US$339/£228) suite. AE, DC, MC, 
V. 10-min. walk to City Hall MRT. Amenities: 3 restaurants; English pub and lobby lounge; outdoor pool; 
outdoor lighted tennis courts and squash courts; health club; spa w/Jacuzzi, sauna, steam, and massage; 
concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: 
A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Novotel Clarke Quay Singapor e  This hotel to wers over the S ingapore River 
just next to Clar ke Quay (a popular spot for nightlife, dining, and shopping) and is a 
stroll away from the Historic District. The rooms and pool area were refreshed in 2008. 
Guest rooms are a good size, some with space for four single beds. All hav e small balco-
nies with good views of the river, the financial district, Fort Canning Park, or Chinatown, 
and even standard rooms have large bathrooms like those you typically see in more deluxe 
accommodations. Decor is Western contemporary in shades of br own, green, and tan, 
with small desks next to floor-to-ceiling picture windows. The main lobby is an elevator 
ride up from the ground level. A recently renovated adjacent shopping mall has groceries 
in the basement and a fe w handy shops. 
177A River Valley Rd., Singapore 179031. & 800/515-5679 in the U.S. and Canada, or 65/6338-3333. Fax 
65/6339-2854. w ww.novotel.com. 398 units . S$325 (US$218/£146) double; fr om S$470 (US$315/£212) 
suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Clarke Quay MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; lobby lounge; outdoor pool; 
health club; Jacuzzi; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; ex ecutive-level r ooms. In 
room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, minibar.

The Pan Pacific Hotel Singapore  A recent face-lift has given the Pan Pacific 
a new look. Public spaces are awash with color; the lobby has a checkerboard-inlay recep-
tion counter, vibrant carpeting, and a lobb y lounge with walls of lights that change col-
ors. G uest r ooms ar e large, with wood paneling in geometric panels, Asian-inspir ed 
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fabrics, and large o val desktops with H erman Miller chairs. New entertainment centers 
allow you to hook up y our laptop to the TV and iPod to the ster eo. Hands down, Pan 
Pac has Singapore’s best business center—a full floor designated for priv ate offices, with 
full secretarial services, every piece of office equipment y ou’d need, plus meeting r ooms 
and ev en snacks and cocktail lounges. The hotel ’s r estaurants include top choices in 
Singapore, like the highly r egarded Rang Mahal Indian restaurant and the Chinese r es-
taurant Hai Tien Lo. The rooftop pool has a huge open sun deck ar ea and a spa and 
fitness center with pool view.
7 Raffles Blvd., Marina Square, Singapore 039595 (near Sunt ec City). & 800/327-8585 in the U .S. and 
Canada, 800/525-900 in A ustralia, 800/969-496 in the U .K., or 65/6336-8111. F ax 65/6339-1861. w ww.
singapore.panpacific.com. 784 units. S$454 (US$304/£204) double; from S$645 (US$432/£290) suite. AE, 
DC, MC, V. 10-min. walk to City Hall MRT. Amenities: 6 restaurants; lobby lounge; outdoor pool; 2 outdoor 
lighted tennis courts; health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, massage, and spa tr eatments; concierge; air-
port transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/
satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Swissôtel T he Stamford  Value  With mor e than a thousand r ooms and 73 
floors, this immense to wer is the tallest hotel in S outheast Asia. The Stamford is no w 
getting a much-needed face-lift, with a r efurbishment pr ogram that was launched in 
2008, wor king its way do wn fr om the 27th floor . Even if y ou can’t manage to get a 
renovated room, you’ll be rewarded with a great bird’s-eye view of Singapore island, from 
the historic Padang beneath to the business district and the iconic harbor . If that’s not 
enough, just head upstairs to the E quinox bar. At 226m (741 feet), y ou can see almost 
the entire island and bey ond. This hotel is in a gr eat location, over the City H all MRT 
and Raffles City Mall, and it also shares many of its facilities—including swimming pools 
and restaurants—with its sister hotel, the Fairmont.
2 Stamford Rd., Singapore 178882. & 800/637-9477 in the U .S. and Canada, 800/121-043 in A ustralia, 
or 65/6338-8585. Fax 65/6338-2862. www.swissotel-thestamford.com. 1,200 units. S$436 (US$292/£196) 
double; S$1,054 (US$706/£474) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. City Hall MRT. Amenities: 12 restaurants; martini bar, 
lobby lounge, and a live jazz venue; outdoor pool; spa w/gym, Jacuzzi, sauna, steam, and massage; con-
cierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free r ooms; executive-level r ooms. In r oom: 
A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

MODERATE
Albert Court Hotel  Value  This eight-story boutique hotel has revitalized a block 
of charming prewar shophouses and giv en it Western-style comforts. Decorators placed 
local Peranakan touches everywhere, from the carved teak furnishings in traditional floral 
design to the antique china cups used for tea ser vice in the r ooms. (Guaranteed: The 
sight of these cups brings misty-eyed nostalgia to the hearts of Singaporeans.) Like most 
heritage hotels in S ingapore, guest rooms aren’t large, but details like the teak molding, 
bathroom tiles in bright Peranakan colors, and old-time brass electrical switches give this 
place real charm. Albert Court offers new courtyard rooms in the renovated houses that 
front the hotel’s courtyard; these rooms contain all the local touches that make this hotel 
stand out fr om the r est. This hotel is especially attractiv e if y ou wish to spend a lot of 
time shopping and eating in Little I ndia, which is just across the street.
180 Alber t St., Singapor e 189971. & 65/6339-3939. Fax 65/6339-3252. w ww.albertcourt.com.sg. 210 
units. S$218 (US$146/£98) double. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to either Bugis or Little India MRT. Ameni-
ties: 3 r estaurants; small lobb y lounge; limit ed r oom ser vice; bab ysitting. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite 
programming, minibar, hair dryer.
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Allson Hotel Singapore  Value  Allson continues to be a strong tourist-class hotel 
in the city’s historic district. F ive floors have been renovated so far, with an ongoing pr o-
gram scheduled for 2009, which will incr ease the number of pr emium rooms. Standard 
deluxe guest rooms are a good size and simply but pleasantly decorated. Car ved rosewood 
furniture—headboards, side tables, and armchairs in quaint M ing-style carvings—are an 
elegant touch for such moderately priced accommodations. P remium r ooms ar e mor e 
European in flavor, with free Internet and soft drinks. They’re certainly attractive but, sadly, 
lacking the car ved furniture that giv es standard rooms their charm. B athrooms are very 
small but clean, with combined tub/shower. The small pool area and even smaller gym have 
received some maintenance touch-ups. There are no views here, but with a good location  
and modest prices, Allson remains a great choice for value-conscious leisure travelers.
101 Victoria St., Singapor e 188018. & 65/6336-0811. Fax 65/6339-7019. w ww.allsonhotels.com. 450 
units. S$218 (US$146/£98) delux e double; fr om S$339 (US$227/£153) pr emium. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. 
walk fr om Bug is Junc tion MR T. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; lounge; small out door pool; health club w/
Jacuzzi, sauna, steam, and massage; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. 
In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar.

Parkroyal on B each Road  Formerly kno wn as The P laza, the P arkroyal is just 
across from the color and gr eat restaurants of Arab S treet and Kampong G lam. It’s 15 
minutes’ walk to the MR T (sub way), so y ou’ll need to take buses or taxis just about 
everywhere else—but the trade-off is that if you stick around, you can take advantage of 
the attractive recreation and r elaxation facilities, which include a huge swimming pool 
and a lovely sun deck decorated in a lazy-days B alinese-style tropical motif, and a B ali-
themed poolside cafe, cooled b y ceiling fans. Two gyms to the side hav e plenty of space 
and new equipment, but the most ex quisite facility of all is the ex otic Bali-inspired spa. 
Other hotel facilities include outdoor and indoor J acuzzis, a sauna, and a steam r oom. 
Guest rooms were renovated in 2007 and are simple but clean and comfor table.
7500A Beach Rd ., Singapore 199591. & 65/6298-0011. Fax 65/6296-3600. w ww.parkroyalhotels.com. 
350 units. S$230 (US$154/£104) double; from S$500 (US$335/£225) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 15-min. walk to 
Bugis MRT. Amenities: 2 restaurants; lounge; outdoor pool; health club; spa w/Jacuzzi, sauna, steam, and 
massage; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV 
w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Peninsula • Ex celsior Hotel   Value  As its rather uninspiring name suggests, 
this huge hotel was cr eated when two of the city ’s busiest tourist-class hotels merged, 
combining their lobb y and pools and other facilities into one giant v alue-for-money 
property popular with tour gr oups. The location really is excellent, in the Historic Dis-
trict within walking distance to Chinato wn and Boat Q uay, with some fantastic vie ws 
over the city, the Singapore River, and the marina. A long-o verdue renovation is finally 
taking place, and tired rooms are being freshened up. All the rooms in the Excelsior tower 
have now been renovated, and the Peninsula revamp is continuing into 2009. If you can 
bag a refurbished room overlooking Marina Bay, you’ll be getting a great deal.
5 C oleman St., Singapor e 179805. & 65/6337-2200. F ax 65/6336-3847. w ww.ytchotels.com.sg. 600 
units. S$190 (US$127/£86) double; fr om S$295 (US$198/£133) club r ooms, suites. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. 
walk to Cit y Hall MR T. Amenities: Restaurant; bar and lobb y lounge; 2 out door pools; health club w/
Jacuzzi; concierge; room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV, minibar, hair dryer.

INEXPENSIVE
Hotel Bencoolen Bencoolen is the signature backpacker hotel on a block that ’s best 
known for budget accommodations. A tiny lobby has a reception desk, bellhop, and one 
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computer for Internet access. Upstairs, the rooms are equally small, with barely room to 
move around a queen-size bed, only a narr ow closet for clothes, and a tiny TV hanging 
from the ceiling. King-siz e rooms have space for a small desk, while family r ooms have 
one queen and one slightly o versize single bed squeez ed in. M any of the r ooms had a 
basic refurbishment in 2008, with new carpets and more modern decor. Small bathrooms 
are newly tiled as well but are already beginning to show some age. Don’t expect views or 
creature comforts—the Bencoolen is a good, clean place to sleep befor e hitting the city 
again. The hotel has a rooftop restaurant.
47 Bencoolen St., Singapor e 189626. & 65/6336-0822. Fax 65/6336-2250. w ww.hotelbencoolen.com. 
74 units . S$178 double (US$119/£80); S$228 (US$153/£103) family . MC, V. 10-min. walk t o Cit y Hall or 
Dhoby Ghaut MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; sauna; smoke-free rooms. In room: A/C, TV.

Perak Hotel  This pretty budget hotel on the edge of Little I ndia has real charac-
ter. Its location in a row of white and blue shophouses gives it charm, and there are nice 
decorative touches, with local fabrics and simple wooden furniture. As with most conver-
sions, guests need to accept a few quirks as well: The atmospheric wooden floorways can 
be noisy, and the guest r ooms, though clean and tidy , ar e small, with tiny and basic 
bathrooms. Superior rooms are pleasant, with shutter ed windows, but many standar d 
rooms rely on skylights instead. I t’s popular with the friendly backpacking cr owd who 
gather in the lobby and cafe to chat and make use of the fr ee Internet.
12 Perak Rd., Singapore 208133. & 65/6299-7733. Fax 65/6392-0919. w ww.peraklodge.com. 34 units . 
S$148 (US$99/£67) double; S$228 (US$153/£103) triple . R ates include br eakfast. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. 
walk to Bugis or Little India MRT. Amenities: Cafe; high-speed Internet. In room: A/C, TV.

Strand Hotel  The Strand is definitely one of the better backpacker places in S in-
gapore. The lobby doesn’t look or feel like a budget hotel, with marble floors, a smar t 
bellhop, and a long reception desk. There’s also an inviting cafe to one side, plus a small 
gift shop. Guest rooms are the largest I’ve seen in a budget hotel in S ingapore—in fact, 
they are larger than a lot of mor e expensive rooms as well. Rooms are simply furnished, 
but decoration is exuberant (the r ooms with purple walls and leopar d-skin headboards 
may not be to ev eryone’s taste). Unless you’re a bona fide exhibitionist, don ’t go for the 
“special room,” with the bathtub/sho wer separated from the main r oom by only a thin 
glass wall. Anybody for a fr ee show?
25 Bencoolen St., Singapore 189619. & 65/6338-1866. Fax 65/6338-1330. 130 units. S$100 (US$67/£45) 
double; S$120 (US$80/£54) 3-person sharing . AE, DC, MC, V. 10-min. walk t o City Hall or Dhob y Ghaut 
MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; room service. In room: A/C, TV.

2  C H I N ATO W N

EXPENSIVE
Amara Singapor e Amara, located in the S henton Way financial district, attracts 
primarily business travelers, so if y our vacation includes a little business, too, this hotel 
puts you closer to the action. If you’re simply in town for a vacation, Amara doesn’t offer 
the best location or envir onment, but the focus on business trav elers means ther e are 
some excellent value weekend rates available and a two-room suite that’s useful for fami-
lies. The top eight floors of this hotel are reserved for the corporate set; not only do they 
have better vie ws, but also modern decor and ser vices attractiv e to business visitors. 
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Tropical 6 rooms aimed at the leisure traveler are spacious and closer to the pleasant pool 
area, but offer little in terms of vie ws. 
165 Tanjong Pagar Rd., Singapore 088539. & 65/6879-2555. Fax 65/6224-3910. www.amarahotels.com. 
338 units. S$380 (US$254/£171) double; fr om S$700 (US$469/£315) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk t o 
Tanjong P agar MR T. Amenities: 2 r estaurants; lounge; out door pool; out door light ed t ennis c ourts; 
health club w/Jacuzzi, jogg ing track, sauna, steam, and massage; c oncierge; airport transfers; room ser-
vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free r ooms. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite pr ogramming and in-house mo vies, 
high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

M Hotel Singapore  If work brings you to the Shenton Way downtown business 
district, then M Hotel is your best bet. Cornering the international business travel market, 
everything here is designed to make life easier for those with places to go and people to see. 
Rooms feature large, comfortable workspaces in clutter-free tones (blond wood furnishings, 
bone upholstery, tan carpeting), with some splashes of darker textiles for variety. Broadband 
Internet access and laptop safes make for extra conv enience. The 11th floor is reserved for 
unwinding, with pool, spa, and fitness center all in sanitary contemporary white with glass-
and-chrome accents ev erywhere. Good weekend deals ar e av ailable, but leisur e trav elers 
won’t find much to inspire in the financial district evenings or weekends. Operated by local 
firm Haatch, the spa has an ex cellent menu and r eputation for quality. M Hotel’s restau-
rants are packed for power lunches, so book in advance. 
81 Anson Rd., Singapore 079908. & 866/866-8086 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/147-803 in Australia, 800/
782-542 in New Zealand, 800/8686-8086 in the U.K., or 65/6224-1133. Fax 65/6222-0749. www.millennium
hotels.com. 413 units . S$378 (US$253/£170) double; S$700 (US$469/£315) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 10-min. 
walk t o Tanjong Pagar MR T. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; bar ; out door pool w/2 Jacuzzis; health club w/
rock-climbing wall; spa; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; ex ecutive-level r ooms. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite 
programming, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

New Majestic Hotel   The Ar t D eco New Majestic Hotel is achingly stylish, 
with a shining white lobb y dotted with a collection of classic chairs that r epresent the 
best of 20th-century design. The guest rooms are large, each designed b y a Singaporean 
artist with an unlimited budget. The popular Wayang r oom, named after traditional 
Chinese opera, is scarlet and black, with walls entir ely covered in fine r ed silk. Fashion 
designer Daniel Boey’s Pussy Parlour is a confection of fuchsia and electric blue, with silk 
crepe sheets and a Champagne bar in r ed lacquer. There are also more understated and 
practical rooms, though they ’re no less cr eative. High-quality amenities include Kiehl ’s 
toiletries, Bose systems, espresso machines, and iPod docking stations. The New Majestic 
proudly boasts “S ingapore’s smallest pool. ” The only pool permitted in a conser vation 
building, this compact r ectangle of mosaic tiling is placed abo ve the restaurant and fea-
tures glass portholes in its floor. 
31–37 Buk it P asoh Rd ., Singapor e 089845. & 65/6511-4700. F ax 65/6227-3301. w ww.newmajestic
hotel.com. 30 units . S$400 (US$268/£180) double; fr om S$750 (US$503/£338) suit e. AE, MC, V. 1-min. 
walk to Outram Park MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; outdoor pool; health club; concierge. In room: A/C, TV 
w/satellite programming, minibar, hair dryer.

Swissôtel Merchant Court  Merchant Court is beautifully located in the city  
center, within easy walking distance of Chinato wn and the historic and financial dis-
tricts. Colorful Clarke Quay opposite offers a superb range of r estaurants, cafes, and  
nightlife, and Robertson and Boat Quays are a short, pleasant stroll along the river. A 
mall and the MR T are right on the doorstep . All that conv enience means it ’s a busy, 
buzzing part of town, particularly at night, but the large attractive pool and terrace area 
gives some room to relax and the Amrita spa is excellent. Standard (Classic) rooms are 
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Chinatown Accommodations

simple and pleas ant—not large, but with good-siz ed bathr ooms. R enovated business 
rooms are larger and mor e stylish, with striking geometric carpets and wall panels, and 
there’s an Executive Lounge on the top floor. Although the hotel is largely geared toward 
business travelers, if you give advance notice, staff can create a special Kids Room, acces-
sorized with bright rugs, age-appropriate toys, and DVDs.
20 Merchant Rd., Singapore 058281. & 800/637-9477 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/121-043 in Australia, 
800/637-94771 in the U.K., or 65/6337-2288. Fax 65/6334-0606. www.swissotel-merchantcourt.com. 476 
units. S$330 (US$221/£149) double; fr om S$750 (US$503/£338) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. Clarke Qua y MRT. 
Amenities: Restaurant; bar ; outdoor pool; health club and spa w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, massage, and 
beauty treatments; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV 
w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, hair dryer.
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MODERATE
Berjaya Duxton Hotel Singapor e The Duxton was one of S ingapore’s first bou-
tique hotels, transforming shophouses into a small hotel that earned international 
acclaim. Following a takeo ver by the M alaysian Berjaya Group, a 2008 r efurbishment 
program has freshened up carpets and upholstery, and the garden suites are pleasant and 
private, but the building’s age means the Berjaya Duxton would really reap rewards from 
a major investment program, which is not curr ently scheduled. The Victorian antique–
looking decor is pretty and a welcome change from the usual corporate chains, but there’s 
little sense of local Chinatown character in the rooms or the modern new Italian restau-
rant. However, the Duxton has character and a good location at a good price. The area 
is great for bars and restaurants, though steer clear of some of the karaoke bars on Duxton 
Road. Service is friendly and personal. 
83 Dux ton Rd ., Singapor e 089540. & 65/6227-7678. Fax 65/6227-1232. w ww.berjayaresorts.com. 50 
units. S$210 (US$141/£95) double; S$380 (US$255/£171) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk t o Tanjong 
Pagar MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; lobb y bar; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, 
TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

The Inn at Temple Street  They’ve done a lovely job with this modest boutique 
hotel. In the heart of Chinatown’s tourism hustle and bustle, step into the small lobby to 
be greeted by pretty antiques and Chinese porcelain. To the side of the lobb y, a popular 
cafe serves Western and local meals thr ee times a day . The friendly fr ont desk handles 
everything from business center services to arranging laundry, tours, and postal ser vices, 
but never seems frazzled. Naturally, there’s no elevator and rooms can fairly be described 
as tiny, but they are quite modern for this type of hotel, with keycard locks, in-room safe, 
tea and coffee, minibar , TV, and r oom service. Decor is atmospheric, too, with car ved 
wooden bedsteads and pretty fabrics. I like the black-and-white-tiled bathrooms, though 
you’ll need to opt for a deluxe room if you want a bathtub rather than a sho wer. Attrac-
tive, affordable, and friendly.
36 Temple St., Singapor e 058581. & 65/6221-5333. Fax 65/6225-5391. w ww.theinn.com.sg. 42 units . 
S$228 (US$153/£103) double; S$328 (US$220/£148) family. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Chinatown MRT. 
Amenities: Restaurant; lounge; room service. In room: A/C, TV, minibar.

The S carlet Glamour drips fr om ev ery chandelier onto the polished black marble 
floors of this groovy little boutique hotel. Swirling patterns of gold and blood r ed velvet 
compete for attention in the lobby and its equally stylish lounge. The location, in a row 
of original shophouses, means that guest rooms are very small and skylights are the only 
source of daylight in first-floor delux e rooms. Unless you’re in a pr emium deluxe or a 
suite, you’ll have a shower rather than a bath, but rooms are well designed and comfort-
ably decorated in sophisticated muted color schemes and equipped with flatscr een TVs, 
DVD, and br oadband. S uites ar e opulent, with swaths of silk draper y, funky lounge 
areas, and ornate gilt frames. There’s not much in the way of facilities (a J acuzzi and a 
tiny gym, “Flaunt,” and a pleasant r ooftop bar and r estaurant), but Chinatown and the 
fashionable haunts of Club Street are just around the corner.
33 Ersk ine Rd., Singapore 069333. & 65/6511-3333. Fax 65/6511-3303. w ww.thescarlethotel.com. 84 
units. S$247 (US$165/[bp111) double; from S$485 (US$325/£218) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 10-min. walk from 
Chinatown MRT. Amenities: 2 r estaurants; lounge; health club; out door Jacuzzi; c oncierge; executive-
level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, high speed Internet, minibar.
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INEXPENSIVE
Hotel 1929  Finds  This trendy, inexpensive little place is a real gem in Chinatown, 
operated by the same people behind the swish N ew Majestic. Though its target mar ket 
is very different, there are some clues to the shared parentage in its love of vintage chairs 
and retro design. The hotel’s shophouse location means that rooms are small and quirkily 
shaped—many of the toilets ar e extremely close to the shower, but clever design and an 
eye for detail makes for pleasant, well-organized spaces with real personality. Some of the 
cheapest rooms have no windows, and facilities ar e limited to a J acuzzi and sun deck—
though its busy and sometimes noisy location doesn ’t r eally lend itself to sunbathing. 
Staff is friendly and helpful, and the E mber restaurant is popular.
50 Keong Saik Rd., Singapore 089154. & 65/6347-1929. Fax 65/6327-1929. S$200 (US$134/£90) double; 
from S$350(US$235/£158) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Outram Park MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; 
Jacuzzi. In room: A/C, TV, minibar, hair dryer.

3  O R C H A R D  R O A D  A R E A

VERY EXPENSIVE
Four Seasons Hotel Singapore  The Four Seasons has a r esidential atmo-
sphere, and ther e’s a sense of intimacy and peace that ’s unusual among international 
hotels. The hotel is smaller than many of its competitors, and the personable staff deliv-
ers ultraefficient ser vice. Located just off O rchard R oad, extensiv e gar dens block out 
much of the sights and sounds of the city center . As well as the elegant pools, ther e are 
indoor and outdoor tennis cour ts (with a r esident professional), a spa, and fully staffed 
fitness area. A 2008 refurbishment has added state-of-the-art entertainment systems and 
plasma TVs. Premier r ooms and suites ar e huge, with antiques and ar tworks selected 
from the F our S eason’s large collection. S uperior r ooms ar e also unusually large and 
comfortable, decorated in tasteful ivory and chestnut with high ceilings and the kind of 
comforts that come at a pr emium elsewhere. Consider a standar d room here before a 
suite in a less expensive hotel. 
190 Orchard Blvd., Singapore 248646. & 800/332-3442 in the U.S., 800/268-6282 in Canada, or 65/6734-
1110. F ax 65/6733-0682. w ww.fourseasons.com. 254 units . S$550 (US$369/£248) double; fr om S$720 
(US$482/£324) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 10-min. walk t o Orchard MRT. Amenities: 2 r estaurants; bar; 2 out-
door pools w/adjac ent Jacuzzis; 2 out door light ed t ennis c ourts and 2 indoor air- conditioned t ennis 
courts; Singapore’s best equipped fitness center; spa w/sauna, steam, massage, and full menu of beauty 
and r elaxation tr eatments; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free r ooms; 
executive-level rooms; billiards room. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-r oom laserdisc 
player w/complimentary disks available, Wi-Fi, minibar, hair dryer.

Shangri-La Hotel  On 6 hectar es (15 acr es) of tropical gardens, the Shang’s 
750 rooms are spread across three wings, each tailor ed to meet the needs of differ ent 
travelers. The vast lobby features columns that rise up from the marble floor, and a series 
of spar kling chandeliers o verhead. The Tower Wing r ooms ar e aimed at the business 
traveler, with modern blond wood, unclutter ed appearance, and large wor k areas. Bay 
windows offer floor-to-ceiling views over the city. Leisure travelers prefer the tropical feel 
of the Garden Wing, where large rooms have balconies that overlook the gardens. Celeb-
rities, government leaders, and high r ollers favor the ultraex clusive Valley Wing, which 
has a separate priv ate driveway and entrance, butler ser vice, complimentary champagne 
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bar and personalized stationery. Its rooms and suites are some of the largest in Singapore, 
elegant and supr emely comfor table with luxurious bathr ooms and separate dr essing 
rooms. The hotel’s Limousine airport transfer is free to Tower Wing guests.
22 Orange Gr ove Rd., Singapore 258350. & 800/942-5050 in the U .S., 866/344-5050 in C anada, 800/
222-448 in Australia, 800/442-179 in New Zealand, or 65/6737-3644. Fax 65/6737-3257. www.shangri-la.
com. 750 units . S$530 (US$355/£239) Tower double; S$740 (US$496/£333) G arden double; S$901 
(US$604/£405) Valley double; from S$1,000 (US$670/£450) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 10-min. walk to Orchard 
MRT. Amenities: 5 r estaurants; lobby lounge; r esort-style outdoor landscaped pool; 4 out door lighted 
tennis courts; health club look ing out int o gardens; Spa with Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; c on-
cierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free r ooms; executive-level r ooms. In r oom: 
A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Sheraton Towers Singapore  Sheraton’s lobby is lined with ser vice awards. 
With the deluxe (standard) room, they’ll give you a suit pr essing on arrival, daily news-
paper delivery, shoeshine ser vice, and complimentar y movies. These refurbished rooms 
are handsome, with textur ed walls, plush carpeting, and a bed luxuriously fitted with 
down pillows and dr eamy 100% E gyptian cotton bedding. U pgrade to a Tower room, 
and you get a personal butler , complimentary nightly cocktails and morning br eakfast, 
free laundry, free local calls, your own pants press, and free use of the personal trainer in 
the fitness center. The cabana rooms, off the pool area, have all the services of the Tower 
Wing in a very private resort room. The 23 one-of-a-kind suites each featur e a different 
theme: Chinese regency, French, Italian, jungle, you name it. Although Sheraton is a luxe 
choice, you can find better deals, price wise.
39 S cotts Rd., Singapore 228230. & 800/325-3535 in the U .S. and C anada, 800/073-535 in A ustralia, 
800/325-35353 in New Z ealand, 800/353535 in the U .K., or 65/6737-6888. F ax 65/6737-1072. w ww.
sheraton.com. 413 units. S$520 (US$348/£234) double; from S$1,200 (US$804/£540) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 
5-min. walk t o Newton MRT. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; lobby lounge; out door landscaped pool; health 
club w/sauna and massage; c oncierge; airpor t transfers; room ser vice; babysitting; smoke -free rooms; 
executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Inter-
net, minibar, hair dryer.

St. Regis Hotel  Singapore’s newest luxury hotel opened in early 2008. Touted 
as a six-star property, it’s distinctly palatial and ornate, with patterned fabrics and carpet-
ing, dainty cr ockery, and huge chandeliers. G uests are chauffeured in B entleys. Guest 
rooms feature walnut furnitur e, Jim Thomson silks, and plush couches, and ar e full of 
gadgets, with Bose sound systems, plasma TVs, and lighting panels. E normous marble-
clad bathrooms have flatscreen TVs in the mirror facing the bath. Each floor is ser viced 
by discreet and expert butlers. Grand Deluxe rooms overlook the greenery of the exclu-
sive Tanglin and Nassim areas. Toiletries are from the in-house R emède spa, with a w et 
lounge, which is complimentar y for guests. While you’re there, consider the R emède’s 
version of a hot stone massage, which uses huge silken pebbles of pure jade. Facilities are 
of the high standard that you would expect, though the pool area is overlooked by nearby 
towers. 
29 Tanglin Rd., Singapore 247911. & 877/STREGIS (787-3447) in the U.S. and Canada; 800/221-637 in 
Australia; 800/450-561 in New Z ealand; 800/325-78734 in the U .K.; or 65/6506-6888. F ax 65/6506-6708. 
www.starwoodhotels.com. 299 units . S$545 (US$365/£245) double; fr om S$1,400 (US$938/£630) suit e. 
AE, DC, MC, V. 15-min. walk to Orchard MRT. Amenities: 3 restaurants; 2 bars; outdoor pools w/Jacuzzi; 2 
indoor air-conditioned tennis courts; health club; spa w/wet room, sauna, steam, massage, and compre-
hensive menu of beaut y and r elaxation treatments; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysit-
ting; smoke -free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, plasma TVs w/satellite programming and 
in-room entertainment center, Wi-Fi, minibar, hair dryer.
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EXPENSIVE
Concorde Formerly Le Meridien, this Orchard Road hotel has been losing its appeal 
in r ecent y ears, but the ne w management pr omises a major r enovation pr ogram will 
restore its former glor y by early 2010. Club r ooms and suites hav e already been r efur-
bished, and the r emaining deluxe rooms are scheduled for similar tr eatment in 2009. 
Public areas, including the impressive atrium lobby, aren’t due to change much, and it ’s 
a shame ther e are no plans y et to o verhaul the rather shabb y shopping ar cade outside. 
Business facilities hav e a way to go to make the Concor de a gr eat choice for business 
travelers, but if you’re here to shop, then you can’t beat this location; the Concorde’s large 
refurbished r ooms makes an enviably conv enient place to stash y our shopping bags 
before heading to the Historic District nearby.
100 Orchard Rd., Singapore 238840. & 65/6733-8855. Fax 65/6732-7886. www.concordehotel.com.sg. 
407 units. S$336 (US$225/£151) double; fr om S$568 (US$381/£256) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk t o 
Dhoby Ghaut MR T. Amenities: 2 r estaurants; lobb y lounge; out door pool; health club w/sauna; c on-
cierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; ex ecutive-level r ooms. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite 
programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Goodwood Park Hotel   The Goodwood Park is a N ational Landmark, built in 
1900 as the Teutonia Club, and may be Raffles ’ closest riv al for historical significance. 

The Best of Singapore’s Spas

In the mid–1990s, spas began making a splash in the Singapore hotel scene. By 
the millennium, every luxury hotel was either planning a full-blown spa facility 
or at least off ering spa ser vices t o its r esidents. A t the same time , da y spas 
sprouted up in shopping c enters, and despit e the ec onomic downturn, these 
businesses have stayed afloat. Now the Singapore Tourism Board is positioning 
Singapore as an urban spa hub in S outheast A sia, luring visit ors fr om the 
region and beyond with luxurious facilities that go abo ve and beyond the call 
of relaxation and hedonistic pampering. Here are the best among the many:
 Singapore’s most celebrated spa, Amrita (The Fairmont, Level 6, 2 Stamford 
Rd.; & 65/6336-4477; and Swissôtel Merchant Court, Level 2, 20 Merchant Rd.; 
& 65/6239-1780; www.amritaspas.com), is operat ed by Raffles International 
and has proven so wildly successful that the hotel chain has opened Amritas in 
Germany, S witzerland, and bey ond. This flagship spa at The Fairmont is the 
largest spa in Singapor e, with S outheast A sian–inspired int eriors and tr eat-
ments—over 1,000 to choose from.
 Amrita is c onvenient if y ou want t o stay in the cit y center; however, if y ou 
want more of a r etreat spa experienc e, Spa Botanica (2 Buk it Manis Rd., The 
Sentosa; & 65/6371-1318; w ww.spabotanica.com) is a gor geous pick . I t is 
located at the S entosa, a sc enic r esort dripping with laid-back , y et elegant 
tropical Southeast Asian decor. Spa Botanica has 6,000 sq . m (64,583 sq . ft.) of 
designated spa space, with pools, mud baths, and treatment pavilions nestled 
in lush gardens. Treatments center around natural recipes for beauty and relax-
ation, including spice and floral treatments.
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Guestrooms are large and lovely, overlooking the main pool or the M ayfair pool. Spacious 
Poolside Suites are decorated in a classic European style, and several open directly onto the 
gardens and main pool terrace. One caveat: The main pool is also overlooked by the glass 
walls of the main lobby, so if you prefer privacy, choose a room beside the Balinese-inspired 
Mayfair pool. I f you’re in S ingapore for a w eek or more, the large one-bedr oom Parklane 
Suites, housed in a separate wing, can be a bargain. While Goodwood doesn’t come close  
to matching the business and fitness centers of other hotels in its price range, its four r es-
taurants are highly rated by locals, particularly the dim sum served at the Min Jiang restau-
rant. The staff at Goodwood Park is particularly friendly and helpful.
22 Scotts Rd., Singapore 228221. & 800/772-3890 in the U.S., 800/665-5919 in Canada, 800/89-95-20 in 
the U.K., or 65/6737-7411. Fax 65/6732-8558. www.goodwoodparkhotel.com. 235 units. S$389 (US$261/
£175) double; from S$648 (US$434/£292) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Orchard MRT. Amenities: 6 
restaurants; bar and lobb y lounge; 2 out door pools; tin y health club; spa; c oncierge; airpor t transfers; 
room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house mo vies, minibar, hair 
dryer.

Grand Hyatt Singapore  The unusual lobb y, with glass windo ws set at right 
angles and a r eception desk hidden ar ound the corner , brings good feng shui to this 
excellent hotel. I n public spaces, floors of polished cr eam or black marble ar e offset b y 
deep wood and str eams trickling slo wly over hand-chiseled r ocks. Guest rooms in the 
Terrace Wing are decked out in shades of cream and gray with good work desks and big 
marble bathrooms. Even better are the Grand Wing rooms, which are really suites with 
separate living ar eas, small walk-in closets, B ang & O lufsen TVs, and a separate wor k 
area. The fr eeform pool was o verhauled in 2008 and is beautifully landscaped with 
wooden decks and loungers that sit in shallow water. The new Japanese-designed Damai 
spa and state-of-the-art fitness center overlook the incredible five-story waterfall that sits 
in the center of the hotel. This is an oasis just steps away from the busiest intersection in 
the city.
10 S cotts Rd., Singapore 228211. & 800/223-1234 in the U .S. and C anada, or 65/6738-1234. F ax 65/
6732-1696. www.singapore.grand.hyatt.com. 663 units. S$442 (US$296/£199) double; from S$565 (US$379/
£254) Grand Deluxe. AE, DC, MC, V. Near Or chard MRT. Amenities: 5 r estaurants; 2 bars; liv e music bar ; 
landscaped outdoor pool; 2 outdoor lighted tennis courts; squash court and badminton court; excellent 
health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, and st eam; outstanding spa; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; 
babysitting; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-
speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Meritus Mandarin Singapore  This tour group favorite is brilliantly located in 
the center of O rchard Road. A multiphased r enovation project launched in 2008 has 
moved the main lobby around the corner to Orchard Link, and a fifth-floor linkway now 
connects the hotel ’s two wings. A cautionary note: The Mandarin’s first four floors ar e 
being converted into a shopping mall—work that has closed the pool and will continue 
to cause some disruption until fall/winter 2009. Guest rooms are also due for renovations 
in 2009, so it’s worth checking for bargains while the work is ongoing. Try for a Premier 
room, on higher floors and much quieter , which are more spacious and luxurious. The 
tower and rooftop revolving restaurant was a landmar k when it opened in 1973. S adly, 
it no longer r evolves, but the Chatterbo x restaurant still offers S ingaporean specialties 
such as chicken rice with r emarkable 360-degree city views.
333 Orchard Rd., Singapore 238867. & 65/6737-4411. Fax 65/6732-2361. www.asiatravel.com/singapore/
mandarin. 1,051 units. S$341 (US$228/£153) double; from S$691 (US$463/£311) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Near 
Orchard MRT. Amenities: 4 r estaurants; revolving observation lounge and lobb y lounge; out door pool 
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(closed for renovation, to end 2009); health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; c oncierge; air-
port transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/
satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar.

The Regen t Singapor e  The Regent is tucked betw een Cuscaden and Tanglin 
roads, at the nor thern end of O rchard Road—you’ll have to hike about 10 minutes to 
get to the center of things. B ut check out the lobb y in this place! I t’s a huge thr ee-level 
atrium affair with windo ws on three sides, a skylight, fountains, plenty of small priv ate 
meeting nooks, and raised walkways straight out of The Jetsons. The guest r ooms have 
high ceilings and are decorated with Chinese motifs in refurbished fabrics, but the bath-
rooms are smaller than at most other comparable hotels and the place is sho wing its age 
slightly. You have to r equest coffee-/tea-making facilities in y our room; otherwise, the 
service is free in the tea lounge, which also ser ves a high tea the old-fashioned way, with 
silver tray service.
1 Cuscaden Rd., Singapore 249715. & 800/545-4000 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/022-800 in Australia, 
800/440-800 in New Z ealand, 800/917-8795 in the U .K., or 65/6733-8888. F ax 65/6732-8838. w ww.
regenthotels.com. 441 units. S$418 (US$280/£188) double; from S$589 (US$395/£265) suite. AE, DC, MC, 
V. 15-min. walk to Orchard MRT. Amenities: 2 restaurants; very cool bar; lobby tea lounge; outdoor pool; 
health club w/st eam and massage; c oncierge; airpor t transfers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free 
rooms; ex ecutive-level r ooms. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite pr ogramming and in-house mo vies, high-
speed Internet, hair dryer.

Singapore Marriott Hotel   The towering green and scarlet–roofed pagoda of 
the Marriott is a landmar k at the corner of O rchard and Scott r oads. Geared strongly 
toward business trav elers, its ultracentral location, next to O rchard MRT, makes sight-
seeing convenient, too . The cosmopolitan lobb y is per fect for informal meetings or a 
comfortable coffee stop. Crossroads Café, which spills from the hotel onto the sidewalk, 
is one of Singapore’s most popular spots to see and be seen. The pagoda tower means that 
rooms aren’t large, though they are cozy and inviting and equipped with all the comforts 
and conveniences you’d expect for business trav el. Leisure travelers may find the pool-
terrace rooms and suites more interesting, elegant little cabins that are surprisingly resort-
like, considering the Orchard Road location. Each has a poolside veranda, wooden floors 
with rugs, skylights over the open-plan bath, and walls of car ved stone.
320 Orchard Rd., Singapore 238865. & 800/228-9290 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/251-259 in Australia, 
800/22-12-22 in the U .K., or 65/6735-5800. F ax 65/6735-9800. w ww.singaporemarriott.com. 373 units . 
S$324 (US$217/£146) double; from S$640 (US$429/£288) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Orchard MRT. Amenities: 
4 restaurants; lobby lounge, bar w/live jazz, and dance club w/live bands; outdoor pool w/Jacuzzi; health 
club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; 
smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms’ outdoor basketball court. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite program-
ming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

MODERATE
The Elizabeth Singapor e The Elizabeth is E uropean in style, although the lobb y 
has a huge and distinctly Asian water fall that cascades down to a rock garden below and 
a gift shop that ’s good for Asian souv enirs. Executive-floor rooms were refurbished in 
2008, as w ere the four large suites, which ar e large, if r elatively unadventurous, spaces 
with dark wood furniture. If you need the space, these can be a good deal. Unfortunately, 
the hotel has no plans yet to invest in the standard (Superior) rooms, which are becoming 
rather worn and dar k since their last r efit in 2005. The facilities ar e nothing to write 
home about; ther e are a fe w workout machines next to the pool ar ea and no business 
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center (although I nternet is av ailable and the friendly staff at r eception will help with 
faxes). There is a restaurant, but most would prefer to head to Orchard Road, a short but 
slightly hilly stroll away.
24 Mount Elizabeth, Singapore 228518. & 65/6738-1188. Fax 65/6732-3866. www.theelizabeth.com.sg. 
256 units . S$220 (US$147/£99) double; S$550 (US$369/£248) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 10-min. walk t o 
Orchard MR T. Amenities: Restaurant; lobb y lounge; small out door pool; tin y health club;  c oncierge; 
room service; babysitting; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, high-speed 
Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Hilton In ternational Singapor e This H ilton doesn’t measur e up with some of 
their other pr operties worldwide and definitely can ’t compete with other hotels in this 
price categor y in S ingapore. The most famous featur e of the H ilton is its glamor ous 
shopping arcade, where you can find your Donna Karan, Louis Vuitton, Gucci—all the 
greats. With all this, the guest r ooms should be pr etty sumptuous, no? Well, no. The 
rooms are simpler than y ou’d expect, with nothing flashy or o verdone. Floor-to-ceiling 
windows are in each, and although vie ws in the fr ont of the hotel ar e of Orchard Road 
and the Thai Embassy property, views in the back ar e not so hot. I n this day and age, 
when business-class hotels are wrestling to outdo each other, Hilton has a lot of catching 
up to do.
581 Orchard Rd., Singapore 238883. & 800/445-8667 in the U .S., or 65/6737-2233. F ax 65/6732-2917. 
www.singapore.hilton.com. 423 units . S$300 (US$201/£135) double; fr om S$660 (US$442/£297) suit e. 
AE, DC, MC, V. Near Orchard MRT. Amenities: 2 restaurants; lobby lounge; outdoor pool; health club w/
sauna and st eam; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-
level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Orchard Hotel Singapor e  There’s a pleasant buzz about the O rchard H otel. 
Perhaps it’s the giant wrought-iron clock in the center of the lobby, ticking away the time 
in London, Tokyo, Singapore, and New York that gives the Orchard an air of a very plush 
railway station. The Orchard Wing houses standard (superior) rooms. These aren’t huge, 
but make good use of space with comfor table contemporary furniture and an intriguing 
round window that lets daylight into the bathrooms. A few Superior rooms have a more 
Asian feel and local touches like painted wooden furnitur e. The larger and plusher 
Executive Deluxe and Club rooms are mostly housed in the Claymore Wing. The hotel’s 
upper Orchard Road location means that views aren’t spectacular, but there’s a large pool, 
a fitness center, and a great attached shopping mall that has useful cafes, restaurants, and 
salons. The staff is friendly and helpful, though at times o verworked, so allow plenty of 
time for checkout.
442 Orchard Rd., Singapore 238879. & 800/637-7200 in the U .S. and C anada, 800/655-147 in A ustralia, 
800/442-519 in New Z ealand, or 65/6734-7766. F ax 65/6733-5482. w ww.orchardhotel.com.sg. 672 units . 
S$303 (US$203/£136) double; S$697 (US$467/£314) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Orchard MRT. Ame-
nities: 2 restaurants; lobby lounge; outdoor pool; health club w/sauna;  c oncierge; room service; babysit-
ting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, minibar.

Orchard Parade Hotel   Value  Kids  This Mediterranean-style gem is right at 
the top of Orchard Road. I recommend its family studios; they are large and comfortable, 
with a king-siz e bed and lounge seating ar ea, dining area, and spacious bathr oom, plus 
two extra single beds behind a partition. There’s a balcony, too, though the view over the 
busy junction of Tanglin and Orchard Road isn’t exactly peaceful. Deluxe double rooms 
are also spacious, pleasant, and bright, though the bathr ooms are fairly basic. Views are 
variable, so specify at booking if that ’s impor tant to y ou. S tandard double and twin 
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rooms tend to face the building at the back of the hotel, so y our view’s likely to be of 
concrete. On the sixth-floor roof there’s a colorful terracotta-tiled pool area, and the ter-
race outside is conv enient for coffee shops and family r estaurants—plus, of course, y ou 
have all of Orchard Road to choose from. It’s a 10-minute walk to the Botanic G ardens 
and Orchard MRT.
1 Tanglin Rd., Singapore 247905. & 65/6737-1133. Fax 65/6733-0242. www.orchardparade.com.sg. 387 
units. S$259 (US$174/£117) double; S$550 (US$369/£248) family studio; from S$450 (US$302/£203) suite. 
AE, DC, MC, V. Or chard MR T. Amenities: 5 r estaurants; lobb y lounge; out door pool; health club; c on-
cierge; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; ex ecutive-level r ooms. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite pr ogramming, 
minibar, hair dryer.

Traders Hotel Singapor e  Traders doesn’t look like a v alue-for-money hotel, 
with its smar tly designed lobby and r estaurants, but that ’s how it advertises itself—and 
it’s certainly a bargain for leisure travelers in Singapore. Most of the rooms are moderately 
small, although there are five triple rooms with child-size sofa beds. Superior (standard) 
rooms are located on the lo wer floors, with their D eluxe counterparts benefiting fr om 
slightly better vie ws. The only major pr oblem with Traders (and its neighbors) is the 
distance fr om the main par t of O rchard R oad and the sub way, but they do offer an 
hourly fr ee shuttle bus to and fr om Orchard MRT and Ngee Ann/T akashimaya, and 
weekday shuttles to various business parks. Better still, this value hotel has a cross-signing 
arrangement with the nearb y Shangri-La hotel and the Rasa S entosa resort on S entosa 
Island, giving you access to their awesome pools, spas, and fitness centers, plus the latter’s 
beachfront location.
1A Cuscaden Rd., Singapore 249716. & 800/942-5050 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/222-448 in Australia, 
0800/442-179 in New Z ealand, or 65/6738-2222. F ax 65/6831-4314. w ww.shangri-la.com. 547 units . 
S$272 (US$182/£122) double; fr om S$518 (US$347/£233) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 15-min. walk t o Orchard 
MRT. Amenities: 2 restaurants; bar and lobby lounge; outdoor pool; health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, steam, 
and massage; spa; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; executive-level rooms. In room: 
A/C, TV w/satellite programming, high-speed Internet access, minibar, hair dryer.

York Hotel Singapore  This charming little hotel has got ev en better in the past 
year, thanks to a modernization pr ogram that ’s smar tened up the 407 r ooms and 
extended the business and fitness facilities. P ale, contemporar y furnishings in neutral 
colors lend a calming atmospher e to the guest r ooms. Superior rooms aren’t particularly 
large, so if you want more space, upgrade to one of the spacious deluxe or colorful cabana 
rooms that look out over the pool. The York’s location, 10 minutes’ walk from Orchard 
Road, offers a good compromise between accessibility and a moderately relaxing environ-
ment. Staff here is extremely professional and cour teous. All these impr ovements mean 
that rates have risen to match and the York isn’t the steal it used to be, but it r emains a 
consistently good v alue option. The buffet br eakfast seems to be dispr oportionately 
expensive—try to get an inclusive rate or head to Orchard Road instead.
21 Mount Elizabeth, Singapore 228516. & 800/223-5652 in the U .S. and Canada, 800/553-549 in A us-
tralia, 800/447-555 in New Zealand, 800/89-88-52 in the U.K., or 65/6737-0511. Fax 65/6732-1217. www.
yorkhotel.com.sg. 407 units. S$306 (US$205/£138) double; from S$650 (US$436/£293) suite. AE, DC, MC, 
V. 10-min. walk to Orchard MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; lobby lounge; outdoor pool; health club; Jacuzzi; 
room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, minibar.

INEXPENSIVE
Hotel Grand Central, Singapore The Grand Central certainly ain’t grand, but you 
can’t get much more central than smack in the middle of Orchard Road (though, strictly 
speaking, the lobby is tucked into a lane just ar ound the corner). Permanently busy, its 
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predominantly regional guests throng the small lobby while the staff does its best to keep 
up. As well as a seafood restaurant, the lobby has a useful tour desk and travel agent, and 
there’s a r ooftop pool. S tandard guest r ooms ar e backpacker basic, with decent beds, 
central air-conditioning, and TVs. Not somewhere you’d be tempted to linger , but why 
would you, with the center of S ingapore on the doorstep? P remium rooms have been 
refurbished with LCD TVs and other standard amenities.
22 C avenagh Rd ./Orchard Rd ., Singapor e 229617. & 65/6737-9944. F ax 65/6733-3175. w ww.grand
central.com.sg. 390 units. S$237 (US$159/£107) double; S$424 (US$284/£191) family suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 
5-min. walk to Somerset or Dhoby Ghaut MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; lounge; outdoor pool; health club 
w/Jacuzzi and steam. In room: A/C, TV w/in-house movies, minibar.

Lloyd’s Inn This two-story bungalow is in a quiet residential area just a few blocks from 
Orchard Road. Lloyd’s is a budget motel in ev ery sense, with fe w facilities. Open-air cor-
ridors form a pleasant little courtyard, and standard rooms are small, with a definite budget 
feeling, though all hav e en-suite bathr ooms, TV, air-conditioning, and phones. D eluxe 
rooms are a better size and have a small fridge. Published rates include the “++” tax es (see 
“Taxes & Service Charges,” earlier in this chapter), although there’s an extra 2% charge for 
credit cards and rooms are charged in adv ance. The welcome is friendly and lo w key. No 
pool, no fitness center, no nothing—you got your room, that’s what you got. 
2 Llo yd Rd ., Singapor e 239091. & 65/6737-7309. Fax 65/6737-7847. w ww.lloydinn.com. 34 units . 
S$100–S$120 (US$67–US$80/£45–£54) double. MC, V. 10-min. walk to Somerset MRT. In room: A/C, TV.

The Metropolitan YMCA Singapore This place is a little out-of-the-way in terms 
of walking distance to the center, but public buses stop right outside the door and ther e 
is a shuttle service that operates weekday mornings. Inside there’s a wide range of rooms 
to suit most budget conscious trav elers, from dorms to deluxe. Family rooms, including 
triples and quads, are particularly good, with lots of storage space. None of these is luxu-
rious, but they ’re clean and stocked with all the basics. One caution her e: The least 
expensive rooms have no windows; for sunlight, you’ll have to pay a little extra. Facilities 
are good, with a fitness center, a decent in-house restaurant, and a big rooftop pool and 
children’s pool with a lifeguard on duty (unusual in Singapore). However, the pool is also 
used by the local community , so y ou can’t guarantee access at all times. There’s a self-
service launderette, a coffee shop, and a tour desk.
60 Stevens Rd., Singapore 257854. & 65/6839-8333. Fax 65/6235-5528. w ww.mymca.org.sg. 91 units . 
S$45 (US$30/£20) dorm, S$120 (US$80/£54) inside double; S$225 (US$151/£101) family; S$230 (US$154/
£104) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Far from MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; out door pool; health club; c oncierge; 
smoke-free rooms; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV, minibar.

RELC In ternational Hotel   Value  Part of an E nglish language center , this 
traveler-class hotel offers great value for money and very personable staff. Rooms start at 
the Standard Budget twin. These resemble a two-bed dorm: v ery basic, with a shar ed 
lobby and bathr oom between two r ooms. But at just S$150 (US$101/£68), including 
taxes, these ar e on a lev el with standar d dorm prices else where, so they ’re a hit with 
backpackers. Alco ve and E xecutive r ooms offer balconies, minibars, ne wspapers, and 
cable TV, and the large Hollywood Queen sleeps four comfortably. There’s a small fitness 
area but no pool, and it ’s a brisk 10- to 15-minute walk to O rchard Road.
30 Orange Gr ove Rd ., Singapor e 258352. & 65/6885-7888. Fax 65/6733-9976. w ww.relc.org.sg. 128 
units. S$150 (US$101/£68) double; from S$190 (US$127/£86) Alcove suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 15-min. walk to 
Orchard MRT. Amenities: Restaurant; smoke-free rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/in-house movies, high-speed 
Internet, minibar, fridge, hair dryer.
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YMCA In ternational House  Kids  With a superb location at the lo wer end of 
Orchard Road, this budget gem is very convenient for sightseeing and getting around by 
mass transit. The guest rooms have been renovated and have private bathrooms that are 
better than I’ ve seen at some much pricier hotels. All r ooms have air-conditioning, a 
telephone (with free local calls), color television, and a stock-it-y ourself refrigerator, but 
be warned, all standard double-occupancy rooms are twin beds only. The dormitories are 
small, dar k, and quiet, with two bunk beds per r oom. A cross the hall ar e men’s and 
women’s locker rooms for showering. Most of the public areas have no air-conditioning, 
including the old fitness facility, billiards center, and squash courts—so be warned: They 
can become unbearably hot. The rooftop pool is nothing to write home about, but a 
full-time lifeguard is on duty. There’s a coffee shop in the lobb y. The staff is amazingly 
friendly.
1 Orchard Rd., Singapore 238824. & 65/6336-6000. Fax 65/6337-3140. www.ymcaih.com.sg. 111 units. 
S$105 (US$70/£47) double; S$135 (US$90/£61) family r oom; S$145 (US$97/£65) superior r oom. AE, DC, 
MC, V. 5-min. walk t o Dhoby Ghaut MR T. Amenities: 2 r estaurants; outdoor pool; small gym; I nternet 
center; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV, fridge.

4  S E N TO S A  I S L A N D

Sentosa’s island getaway gets bigger every year, with new attractions, hotels, and facilities 
being added all the time. Thanks to a huge land r eclamation and building pr oject, the 
island itself is expanding geographically , too. Sentosa’s hotels ar e geared toward couples 
on romantic breaks and young families, attracted by the beach resort feel and the acces-
sibility of the city.
The S entosa Resor t & Spa   Fashioned after the luxur y r esorts of P huket, 
Thailand, designers have done a gr eat job combining clean, modern lines with tr opical 
touches and courtyard gardens to produce a sophisticated getaway with r elaxing charm. 
Lazy terraces and cozy alco ves tucked all o ver the gr ounds invite guests to unwind in 
privacy—perfect for intimate candlelight dinners that can be r equested anywhere you 
like. The centerpiece is S pa Botanica; its gar den massages, tr eatments, and frangipani 
baths are repeatedly voted some of the world’s best.

The standar d guest r ooms in the fiv e-story hotel building ar e small but stunning, 
featuring camphor burl-wood doors and accents, Thai silk screens in natural browns and 
greens, and deep tubs and separate showers in the bathrooms, surrounded by thick cela-
don green tiling and sleek black granite details. Ask for vie ws of the golf course, which 
are prettier than the views of the hotel courtyards and buildings. The four Garden Villas 
are supr emely r omantic and luxurious. B utlers wait ’ round-the-clock to ser ve y ou—a 
standard feature for all rooms.
2 Bukit Manis Rd., Sentosa, Singapore 099891. & 65/6275-0331. Fax 65/6275-0228. w ww.thesentosa.
com. 205 units. S$392 (US$263/£176) double; from S$565 (US$379/£254) suite; S$1,500 (US$1,005/£675) 
villa. AE, DC, MC, V. See “Sentosa Island,” in chapter 7, for public transportation. Amenities: 3 restaurants; 
bar; lounge; gorgeous midnight blue -tiled outdoor pool w/views of the harbor ; golf at nearb y facilities; 
2 outdoor lighted tennis courts w/coach; 2 squash c ourts; health club w/20m (66-f t.) lap pool , Jacuzzi, 
and sauna; luxury spa w/private pool, mud baths, steam, Jacuzzis, exercise and relaxation classes, salon, 
beauty treatments, and massage; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV 
w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.
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Shangri-La’s Rasa Sentosa Resort Kids  Set on an immaculate white-sand beach 
fringed with coconut palms, this is Singapore’s only true beachfront hotel. Great outdoor 
activities make the Rasa Sentosa particularly attractive, with a sea-sports center, offering 
windsurfing, sailing, and paddle skiing. There’s a large fr ee-form swimming pool in the 
gardens, a jogging track, aqua bike r entals, an outdoor Jacuzzi, and a fully equipped spa 
with gym, sauna, body and facial tr eatments, hydromassage, and massage therapies. For 
children, there is a separate pool with water slides (no lifeguar d, though), a playground, 
a nursery, and a games room.

Each of the rooms has a balcony with a vie w over the hillside and the for t or the sea. 
Go for the sea vie w. Though it’s slightly more expensive, the view is exceptional, and if 
you don’t go for it, y ou’ll be missing out on glorious mornings, thr owing back the cur-
tains, and taking in the scenery from the balcony. The resort is connected to Singapore’s 
downtown by frequent and free shuttles. 
101 Siloso Rd ., S entosa, Singapore 098970. & 800/942-5050 in the U .S. and C anada, 800/222-448 in 
Australia, 800/442-179 in New Z ealand, or 65/6275-0900. F ax 65/6275-1055. w ww.shangri-la.com. 459 
units. S$342 (US$229/£154) superior (hill view); fr om S$750 (US$503/£338) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. S ee 
“Sentosa Island,” in chapter 7, for public transportation. Amenities: 3 restaurants; poolside bar and lobby 
lounge; outdoor lagoon-style pool w/children’s pool and Jacuzzi; golf at nearby facilities; health club; spa 
w/sauna, steam, and massage; childr en’s center; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; executive-
level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house mo vies, high-speed I nternet, mini-
bar, hair dryer.
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Singapore claims an estimat ed 
2,000-plus eating establishments, so you’ll 
never go hungry. But to simply say, “If you 
like food, y ou’ll lo ve S ingapore!” doesn ’t 
do justice to the modern concept of eating 
in this city. Here you’ll find a huge selec-
tion of local, r egional, and international 
cuisine, served in settings that range fr om 
bustling hawker centers to grand and 
glamorous palaces of gastr onomy. The 
food is authentic, and many times the din-
ing experience is entertainment in its own 
right. Various ethnic r estaurants, with  
their traditional decor and ser ving styles, 
hold their own special sense of theater for 
foreigners; but S ingaporeans don ’t stop 
there, dr eaming up ne w concepts in cui-
sine and ambience to add fr esh dimen-
sions to the fine ar t of dining. 

In this chapter , I’ ll begin b y providing 
an o verview of the main types of tradi-
tional cuisine to help you decide, and also 
list those signatur e dishes that each style 
has contributed to the “local cuisine, ” 
dishes that have crossed cultures to become 
time-honored fav orites—the S ingaporean 
equivalent to bangers and mash or burgers 
and fries. These suggestions ar e especially 
helpful when navigating the endless  

choices at hawker centers  (large gr oup-
ings of informal open-air food stalls).

The r estaurants r eviewed her e offer a 
crosscut of cuisine and price ranges, and 
were selected for superb quality or authen-
ticity of dishes. Some were selected for the 
sheer experience, whether it ’s a stunning 
view or just plain old fun. Beyond this list, 
you’re sur e to disco ver fav orites of y our 
own without having to look too far .

A good place to star t is right in y our 
hotel. Many of Singapore’s best restaurants 
are in its hotels, whether they’re run by the 
hotel itself or operated by outfits just rent-
ing the space. Hotels generally offer a wide 
variety of cuisine, and coffee shops almost 
always have Western selections. S hopping 
malls hav e ev erything fr om food cour ts 
with local fast food to midpriced and 
upmarket establishments. Western fast-
food outlets ar e always easy to find—
McDonald’s burgers or S tarbucks 
coffee—but if you want something a little 
more local, you’ll find coffee shops (called 
kopitiam) and small home-cookin ’ mom-
and-pop joints do wn ev ery back str eet. 
Then ther e ar e hawker centers and food 
courts, wher e, under one r oof, the meal 
choices go on and on.

1  T I P S  O N  D I N I N G

In many foreign destinations, the exotic cuisine isn’t the only thing that keeps you guess-
ing. Here, I give you the ground rules on Singapore dining. 
HOURS Most restaurants are open for lunch as early as 11am but close around 2:30pm 
or 3pm to giv e them a chance to set up for dinner , which begins ar ound 6pm. Where 
closing times are listed, that is the time when the last order is taken. If you need to eat at 
odd hours, food centers ser ve all day and some hawker centers ar e open all night—see 
the section “Hawker Centers,” later in this chapter.
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TIPPING Don’t. Restaurants always add a gratuity to the bill. S ometimes I just leav e 
the small change, but it ’s not expected.
RESERVATIONS Some restaurants, especially the mor e fashionable or upscale ones, 
may require that r eservations be made up to a couple of days in adv ance. Reservations 
are always recommended for Saturday and Sunday lunch and dinner, as eating is a favor-
ite national pastime and a lot of families take meals out for w eekend quality time.
ATTIRE Because Singapore is so hot, “smart casual” (a local term, meaning a shirt and 
slacks for men and a dr ess or skir t/slacks and blouse for women) is always a safe bet in 
moderate to expensive restaurants. For the very expensive restaurants, “smart elegant” is 
required, which in S ingapore means jacket and tie for men and a dr essier outfit for 
women. For the cheap places, come as y ou are, as long as you’re decent.
ORDERING WINE  WITH  DINNER Singaporeans hav e become mor e wine savvy in 
recent years and hav e begun impor ting estate-bottled wines fr om California, A ustralia, 
New Zealand, Peru, South Africa, France, and Germany. However, these bottles are heav-
ily taxed. A bottle of wine with dinner star ts at around S$50 (US$34/£23), and a single 
glass runs between S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50) and S$25 (US$17/£11), depending on the 
wine and the restaurant. Chinese restaurants usually don’t charge corkage fees for bring-
ing your own.
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Eating Enclaves

If you’re looking for someplace to dine but want to browse around a bit, a few 
neighborhoods ar ound Singapor e host clust ers of smaller , and man y times 
quite excellent, restaurants and lounges cr eating mini-scenes here and ther e. 
For example , CHIJMES, a charming c olonial orphanage locat ed within the 
Historic District, provides a home for some excellent restaurants, ranging from 
Cantonese to M editerranean. I n this chapt er, I’ve reviewed Lei G arden, but if 
you stroll about, you might be tempted by one of the other eateries here.
 Bo at Quay and Clarke Qua y, located along the Singapor e R iver, pr ovide 
boatloads of options. I’ve reviewed Our Village at Boat Quay, but this is just one 
of many.
 If you want to get away from the tourist traffic, try Club Street in Chinatown, 
a short hilly lane lined with restored shophouses that became a chic after-work 
place for the nearb y ad agencies , graphic designers, and la w firms that make 
their offices in this neighborhood. Stroll past the many quaint bistros that serve 
everything from Italian to Vietnamese, and you’re sure to find something.
 Holland Village, located outside the cit y to the nor thwest, is the c enter of 
Singapore’s expatriat e c ommunity, so y ou’ll find r estaurants, bars , and caf es 
that cater to Western residents living ar ound this neighborhood . Star t at the 
row of r estaurants along Chip B ee G ardens, and if y ou still ha ven’t f ound 
something (I’d be surprised), then cr oss Holland Road t o L orong Liput and 
Lorong Mambong. In this chapter, I’ve reviewed Original Sin, which is an excel-
lent place to start in this neighborhood.
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ORGANIZATION OF RESTAURANT LISTINGS I’ve organized the restaurants in this 
chapter in a fe w different ways. First, I’ve grouped them in a simple list b y style of cui-
sine, so if you decide you want a nice Peranakan dinner, for instance, you can scope out 
your choices all together befor e referring to the individual r estaurant reviews. Second, 
I’ve arranged the r eviews into four basic neighborhoods: the H istoric District, China-
town, Little I ndia, and the O rchard R oad ar ea. Within these divisions, I’ ve arranged 
them by price. Keep in mind that the divisions b y neighborhood are almost as arbitrary 
as they were when Stamford Raffles created them in 1822. Everything in the city is rela-
tively close and easily accessible, so don’t think you should plan your meals by the neigh-
borhood your hotel sits in, when a shor t taxi ride will take y ou where you really want 
to go.

Also, it has become the trend if you’ve got a terrific restaurant that people love, to open 
branches in other locations. Some may believe this dilutes the unique appeal of a special 
restaurant, but in Singapore, generally I find that good restaurateurs retain the consistent 
quality of food and service for all their outlets. You’ll notice many restaurants in the sec-
tions that follow have branches in other par ts of the city, which I have also listed.

I’ve selected the r estaurants listed her e because they hav e some of the best food and 
most memorable atmospher es, but ther e are hundreds of other r estaurants serving any 
kind of food in a v ariety of price ranges. M any magazines on dining in S ingapore are 
available at newsstands and can help you find other favorite restaurants.
LUNCH COSTS Lunch at a hawker center can be as cheap as S$4.50 (US$3/£2), truly 
a bargain. M any places hav e set-price buffet lunches, but these can be as high as S$48 
(US$32/£22). Indian restaurants are great deals for inexpensiv e buffet lunches, which 
can be found as reasonably as S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50) per person for all y ou can eat.
DINNER COSTS In this chapter, prices for Western restaurants list the range for stan-
dard entrees, and prices for Asian r estaurants list the range for small dishes intended for 
two people to share. As a guideline, here are the relative costs for dinner in each category 
of restaurant, without wine, beer , cocktails, or coffee, and or dered either a la car te or 
from a set-price menu:
• Very Expensive ($$$$): Expect to pay as much as S$160 (US$107/£72) per person. 

Continental and J apanese cuisines will be the priciest, but a full-course Cantonese 
dinner, especially if y ou throw in shar k’s fin, can be w ell over S$150 (US$101/£68) 
per person.

• Expensive ($$$):  E xpect dinner to r un betw een S$50 (US$34/£23) and S$80 
(US$54/£36) per person.

• Moderate ($$):  A t a moderate r estaurant, dinner for one can be as lo w as S$25 
(US$17/£11) and as high as S$50 (US$34/£23).

• Inexpensive ($): Some inexpensiv e dinners can be under S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25) at 
hawker stalls and up to around S$15 (US$10/£6.75) for one if you eat at local restau-
rants. Fortunately, Singapore is not only a haven for cultural gastronomic diversity, but 
it’s also possible to eat exotic foods here to your heart’s content, all while maintaining 
a shoestring budget.
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2  R E S TAU R A N T S  BY  C U I S I N E

Asian
Doc Cheng’s  (Historic District, 

$$$, p. 100)
Equinox  (Historic District, $$$, 

p. 100)
Ma Maison (Chinatown, $, p. 104)

Chinese
Coca Steamboat (Orchard Road, $$, 

p. 108)
Imperial Herbal  (Historic Dis-

trict, $$, p. 109)
Lei Garden  (Historic District, 

$$$, p. 100)
Li Bai  (Orchard Road, $$$, 

p. 106)
Yum Cha  (Chinatown, $, p. 104)

Contemporary
BLU  (Orchard Road, $$$, 

p. 105)

Continental
Equinox  (Historic District, $$$, 

p. 100)
Halia  (Singapore Botanic Gardens, 

$$$, p. 109)
Harbour Grill & Oyster Bar  

(Orchard Road, $$$, p. 105)
Morton’s of Chicago  (Historic 

District, $$$, p. 98)

Dutch
The Rice Table  (Orchard Road, $, 

p. 108)

French
IndoChine Waterfront  (His-

toric District, $$, p. 98)
Raffles Grill  (Historic District, 

$$$$, p. 99)

Fusion
Doc Cheng’s  (Historic District, 

$$$, p. 100)

Halia  (Singapore Botanic Gardens, 
$$$, p. 109)

Ma Maison (Chinatown, $, p. 104)
Mezza9  (Orchard Road, $$$, 

p. 106)

Indian (Northern)
Our Village  (Historic District, $, 

p. 102)
Tiffin Room  (Historic District, 

$$$, p. 100)

Indian (Southern)
Komala Vilas  (Little India, $, 

p. 104)
Muthu’s Curry Restaurant (Little 

India, $, p. 105)
Samy’s Curry Restaurant  (Dempsey 

Road, $, p. 111)

Italian
Da Paolo Ristorante  (China-

town, $$, p. 102)

Japanese
Inagiku  (Historic District, $$$$, 

p. 98)
Shimbashi Soba (Orchard Road, $, 

p. 109)

Malay/Indonesian
Rendezvous (Historic District, $, 

p. 102)
The Rice Table  (Orchard Road, $, 

p. 108)

Mediterranean
Original Sin  (Holland Village, $$, 

p. 110)

Peranakan
Blue Ginger  (Chinatown, $, p. 102)

Seafood
Long Beach Seafood Restaurant (East 

Coast Parkway, $$, p. 110)

Key to Abbreviations: $$$$ = Very Expensive  $$$ = Expensive  $$ = Moderate  $ = Inexpensive
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Pierside Kitchen & Bar  (Historic 
District, $$, p. 101)

UDMC Seafood Centre  (East 
Coast Parkway, $$, p. 110)

Singaporean
Ah Hoi’s Kitchen (Orchard Road, $, 

p. 108)
Chatterbox (Orchard Road, $$, 

p. 106)
Chen Fu Ji Fried Rice (Chinatown, $, 

p. 104)
Coca Steamboat (Orchard Road, $$, 

p. 108)

Southeast Asian
IndoChine Waterfront  (His-

toric District, $$, p. 97)

Thai
Magic Wok (Historic District, $, 

p. 101)
Patara Fine Thai (Orchard Road, $$, 

p. 108)

Vegetarian
Original Sin  (Holland Village, $$, 

p. 110)

Vietnamese
IndoChine Waterfront  (His-

toric District, $$, p. 101)

3  H I S TO R I C  D I S T R I C T

VERY EXPENSIVE
Inagiku  JAPANESE Inagiku ser ves Japanese food that riv als some of Tokyo’s 
best r estaurants. The dining r oom is subdued and ar tistic, with r ecessed spotlights 
designed to illuminate the dish in front of you to maximum effect. It’s all very cultured, 
despite some unfor tunately chosen elev ator music. I nagiku’s kitchen is separated into 
teams, one specializing in sushi and sashimi that ’s outstandingly fresh and exper tly pre-
pared. The tokusen sashimi moriawase is a stunning assortment of fresh seafood presented 
in an ice-filled shell. The tempura—firm, fresh seafood and vegetables fried in batter that 
is incredibly light—is excellent. Lunchtime set menus offer a more affordable way to dine 
here, and the quality r emains just as high. I f sashimi isn’t your thing, try the tenderloin 
and lobster. Separate dishes of succulent beef , followed by meaty shelled lobster smoth-
ered in a rich cheese sauce, make it the ultimate surf ’n’ turf. In addition to sake, there is 
a good selection of wines.
Raffles The Plaza, L evel 3, 80 Bras Basah Rd . & 65/6431-6156. Reservations recommended. Set lunch 
S$40–S$120 (US$27–US$80/£18–£54); set dinner S$180–S$220 (US$121–US$147/£81–£99). AE, MC, V. 
Daily noon–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm.

Morton’s of Chicago  CONTINENTAL This is the first Morton’s restaurant 
outside the U.S. and for the uninitiated, to call Morton’s a steakhouse seems a disservice 
to the incredibly high quality of the food on offer. But what steaks they are; to guide you 
in your choice, the waiter will heav e an enormous platter o ver to your table, laden with 
sample cuts of American and Australian prime beef. The seafood is equally superb, with 
large and fresh lobsters, oysters, and shrimp vying for your attention. Even the vegetables 
are brought by the personable and knowledgeable waitstaff for inspection. Whatever cut 
you prefer, it will be flavorsome, succulent, and cooked to absolute perfection. I challenge 
you to leave room for the signature melting chocolate cake.
Mandarin Oriental Hotel, 5 Raffles Avenue. & 65/6339-3740. www.mortons.com. Reservations recom-
mended. Main courses S$79–S$184 (US$53–US$123/£36–£83). AE, DC, MC, V. Mon–Sat 5.30–11pm; Sun 
5–10pm.
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Raffles Grill   FRENCH Dining in the grande dame of S ingapore achieves a 
level of sophistication unmatched b y any other fiv e-star r estaurant. The ar chitectural 
charm and historic significance of the old hotel will transform dinner into a cultural 
event, but don’t come here just for the ambience; the food is outstanding as w ell. Chef 
Jean-Charles changes the menu ev ery season, but I assur e you, anything you order will 
still be divine. The dégustation menu, seven courses at S$220 (US$147/£99), is the best 
way to explore their finest dishes if y ou have trouble choosing from an a la car te menu 
that features pigeon, lamb , suckling pig, v eal, and a car ving trolley of amazing cuts of 
beef pr epared to per fection. The 1,200-label wine list (going back to 1900 vintages) 
could be a histor y lesson, and if y ou’d like, you can request the cellar master to select a 
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wine to match each course. The fabulously attentive service will make y ou feel like y ou 
own the place. Formal dress is required.
Raffles Hot el, 1 Beach Rd . & 65/6412-1816. w ww.raffles.com. Reser vations r equired. M ain c ourses 
S$68–S$108 (US$46–US$72/£31–£49). AE, DC, MC, V. Mon–Fri noon–2pm and 7–10pm; Sat 7–10pm.

EXPENSIVE
Doc Cheng ’s  ASIAN/FUSION The witty menu her e tells the stor y of D oc 
Cheng, a mythological colonial figur e who was a sought-after physician, local celebrity , 
and notorious drunk. His concept of “restorative foods” is, therefore, rather decadent; on 
the menu you’ll find fabulous pan-Asian dishes that ar e more flavorful than medicinal. 
The menu changes regularly, but you won’t go far wrong with perennial favorites like the 
mouthwatering Sichuan rack of lamb and miso cod with bonito emulsion. The house 
wine is a Riesling (sw eet wines are more popular with S ingaporeans) from Raffles’s own 
vineyard. Two dining ar eas allow you to dine alfr esco under the v eranda or in cool air-
conditioning inside.
1 Beach Rd ., R affles Hot el Ar cade #02–20, L evel 2. & 65/6412-1816. w ww.raffles.com. Reser vations 
recommended. Main courses S$44–S$56 (US$29–US$38/£20–£25). AE, DC, MC, V. Mon–Fri noon–2pm; 
daily 7–10pm.

Equinox  CONTINENTAL/ASIAN What a view! From the top of the tallest hotel 
in Southeast Asia, you can see out past the marina to M alaysia and Indonesia—and the 
restaurant’s three-tier design and floor-to-ceiling windo ws mean ev ery table has a vie w. 
It’s decorated in contemporar y style with nice Chinese accents. L unch is an extensiv e 
display of seafood served in a host of international r ecipes, with chefs searing scallops to 
order. D inner is a la car te, with a menu that ’s divided betw een Eastern and Western 
cuisine, plus some dishes that combine Eastern and Western ingredients and cooking 
styles such as charred tuna steak with anchovy and chili sauce, coriander chimichurri and 
sweet potato, and hot smoked chicken on a spicy papaya and gr een mango salad. F or 
dessert, order the M anjari chocolate pudding with sabay on, morello sorbet, and chili 
compote.
Raffles Cit y, 2 Stamf ord Rd ., L evel 70. & 65/6431-6156. w ww.equinoxcomplex.com. Reser vations 
required. Daily buffet lunch S$56 (US$38/£25); dinner main courses S$40–S$68 (US$27–US$46/£18–£31). 
AE, DC, MC, V. Mon–Sat noon–2:30pm, 3:30–5pm, and 6:30–11pm; Sun 11am–2:30pm and 7–11pm.

Lei Garden  CHINESE/CANTONESE Lei Garden lives up to a gr eat reputa-
tion for the highest-quality Cantonese cuisine in one of the most elegant settings, nestled 
within the unique ambience of CHIJMES just outside its to wering pictur e windows. 
Highly r ecommended dishes ar e the fried shrimp with tangerine peel and black bean 
sauce, and crispy roasted kurobuta pork. If you reserve 24 hours in advance, try the beg-
gar’s chicken, a whole stuffed chicken wrapped and baked in a lotus leaf covered in yam, 
which makes the chicken moist with a delicate flav or you won’t forget. Also try the bar-
becued Beijing duck, which is exquisite. Dim sum here is excellent. A small selection of 
French and Chinese wines is av ailable.
30 Victoria St., CHIJMES #01–24. & 65/6339-3822. Reservations r equired. Small dishes S$22–S$68 
(US$15–US$46/£9.90–£31). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 11:30am–2:30pm and 6–10:30pm.

Tiffin Room  NORTHERN INDIAN Tiffin curry came from India and is named 
after the three-tiered containers that Indian workers would use to carry their lunch. The 
tiffin box idea was adopted b y the B ritish colonists, who changed ar ound the r ecipes a 
bit so they w eren’t as spicy . The cuisine that ev olved is pr etty much what y ou’ll find 
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served at Raffles ’s Tiffin Room, where a buffet spr ead lets y ou select fr om a v ariety of 
curries, chutneys, rice, and I ndian br eads. H ighlights include the r ed snapper with 
almond and cashe w nut sauce, and south I ndian spring chicken cooked with coconut, 
but there’s a v ast array of v egetarian dishes to choose fr om, too. The restaurant is just 
inside the lobb y entrance of Raffles H otel and carries the trademar k Raffles elegance 
throughout its decor. Very British Raj.
Raffles Hotel, 1 Beach Rd . & 65/6412-1816. w ww.raffles.com. Reser vations recommended. All meals 
served buff et st yle. Br eakfast S$45 (US$30/£20); lunch S$48 (US$32/£22); high t ea S$39 (US$26/£18); 
dinner S$52 (US$35/£23). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 7–10am, noon–2:30pm, 3:30–5:30pm (high t ea), and 
7–10pm.

MODERATE
IndoChine W aterfront  VIETNAMESE/L AO/CAMBODIAN/FRENCH 
IndoChine Waterfront shares the stately Empress Place Building with the Asian Civilisa-
tions Museum, enhancing the sophistication of its chic oriental decor. The views over the 
water make for true romance. The menu combines the best dishes from the Indochinese 
region, many with hints of the French cuisine that was added into regional palates during 
colonial days. Their two most popular dishes are the house specialty beef stew ragout and 
the pepper beef with sw eet-and-sour sauce. M ore traditional Vietnamese favorites, like 
spring rolls and prawns grilled on sugar cane, ar e fresh starters. After dinner, don’t miss 
the Vietnamese coffee; it ’s mind-blo wingly delicious. The only w eakness her e is the 
slightly lackluster ser vice, but the concept and food hav e proved so popular that I ndo-
Chine now has several bars and restaurants around the city. After Waterfront, the best are 
in a quaint Chinato wn shophouse (49B Club S t.; & 65/6323-0503) and Wisma Atria 
(Orchard Rd. #01–18/23; & 65/6238-3470). 
1 Empress Place, Asian Civilisations Museum. & 65/6339-1720. www.indochine.com.sg. Reser vations 
required. M ain dishes S$24–S$46 (US$16–US$31/£11–£21). AE, DC, MC, V. Sun–F ri noon–2:30pm and 
6:30–11:30pm; Fri–Sat noon–2:30pm and 6:30pm–12:30am.

Pierside Kitchen & Bar   SEAFOOD A light and healthy menu centers on sea-
food prepared with fresh flavors in a wide variety of international recipes, like the house 
specialty cumin-spiced crab cakes with marinated cucumber and chili or the lobster lin-
guini. A new menu has added some ne w favorites, including Maine lobsters with sw eet 
basil and chili and chargrilled octopus. N othing can compete with the vie w, really—the 
panoramic view of the Esplanade Theatres and the marina is lo vely. After sundown, the 
alfresco dining ar ea cools off with br eezes from the water, and the stars make for some 
romantic dining. Relax, enjoy the scenery, and linger over raspberry and lychee soufflé or 
the divine seven textures of dark chocolate.
Unit 01–01, One Fullerton, 1 Fullerton Rd. & 65/6438-0400. Reservations recommended. Main courses 
S$32–S$45 (US$21–US$30/£14–£20). AE, DC, MC, V. Mon–Thurs 11:30am–2:30pm and 7–10:30pm; F ri–
Sat 7–11pm.

INEXPENSIVE
Magic Wok Value  THAI Here’s an ex cellent v alue-for-money r estaurant in to wn. 
The decor doesn’t do much, it ’s usually cr owded, and staff doesn ’t pamper, but food is 
reliably good and cheap. Thai favorites include a spicy tom yam seafood soup that doesn’t 
skimp on the seafood, a mild gr een curry with chicken, and sweet pineapple rice. If you 
come too late, the yummy fried chicken chunks wrapped in pandan leaf will be sold out. 
If you’re adventurous, the fried bab y squid ar e crunchy and sw eet. During busy times, 
you’ll have to line up, but it moves fast. Other outlets are located at #03-23/25 Novena 
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Square, 238 Thomson Road (& 65/6352-9077) and #01-17/18 Ten Mile Junction, 1 
Woodlands Road (& 65/6766 9813).
#01–20 Capitol Building, 11 Stamf ord Rd. & 65/6338-1882. Reser vations not ac cepted. Small dishes 
S$5–S$18 (US$3.35–US$12/£2.25–£8.10). MC, V. Daily 11am–10pm.

Our Village  NORTHERN INDIAN With its antique white walls stuccoed in 
delicate and exotic patterns and glistening with tiny silv er mirrors, you’ll feel like you’re 
in an Indian fairyland here. Even the ceiling twinkles with silv er stars, and hanging lan-
terns provide a subtle glow for the heavenly atmosphere—it’s a perfect setting for a deli-
cate dinner. Every dish here is made fresh from hand-selected imported ingredients, some 
of them coming from secret sources. In fact, the staff is so protective of its recipes, you’d 
almost think their secret ingredient was opium—and you’ll be floating so high after tast-
ing the food that it might as well be. There are vegetarian selections as well as meats (no 
beef or pork) prepared in luscious gravies or in the tandoor oven. The dishes are light and 
healthy, with all-natural ingredients and not too much salt.
46 Boat Quay (take elevator to 5th floor). & 65/6538-3058. Reservations recommended on weekends. 
Small dishes S$9–S$24 (US$6.05–US$16/£4.05–£11). AE, MC, V. Mon–Fri noon–1:45pm and 6–11:30pm; 
Sat–Sun 6–11:30pm.

Rendezvous MAL AY/INDONESIAN Line up to select fr om a large number of 
Malay dishes, cafeteria style, like sambal squid in a spicy sauce of chili and shrimp paste, 
and beef rendang, in a dark spicy curry gravy. The waitstaff will bring your order to your 
table. The old-style coffee shop setting instills a sense of nostalgia for locals. On the wall, 
black-and-white photos trace the r estaurant’s histor y back to its opening in the early 
1950s. It’s a great place to experiment with a ne w cuisine.
#02–02/03 Hot el Rendez vous, 9 Bras Basah Rd . & 65/6339-7508. Reser vations not nec essary. M eat 
dishes sold per piec e S$4–S$7 (US$2.70–US$4.70/£1.80–£3.15). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 11am–9pm. Closed 
on public holidays.

4  C H I N ATO W N

MODERATE
Da Paolo il R istorante  ITALIAN This Italian-owned place in tr endy Club 
Street is coolly elegant, with white washed walls and star ched linens, but has a casual, 
comfortable feel. The pasta is made fr esh ev ery morning and often ser ved with fr esh 
seafood in classic and modern I talian style. The house specialty of fr esh squid ink spa-
ghetti, lightly dr essed with oliv e oil and garlic, is divine and the home-made tiramisu 
shouldn’t be missed. The o wners hav e other branches that ar e equally satisfying: Da 
Paolo il G iardino (501 B ukit Timah Rd., #01–05 Cluny Cour t, beside the S ingapore 
Botanic Gardens; & 65/6463-9628) and Da Paolo la Terrazza (44 Jalan Merah Saga, 
#01–56, at Chip Bee Gardens in Holland Village; & 65/6476-1332).
80 Club St. & 65/6224-7081. Reservations r ecommended. M ain c ourses S$22–S$38  
(US$15–US$25/£9.90–£17). AE, DC, MC, V. Mon–Sat 11:30am–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm.

INEXPENSIVE
Blue Ginger   P ERANAKAN The standar d belief is that P eranakan cooking is 
reserved for home-cooked meals, and ther efore r estaurants ar e not as plentiful—and 
where they do exist, ar e v ery informal. N ot so at B lue G inger, wher e traditional and 
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Chen Fu Ji
    Fried Rice  1
Da Paolo
    il Ristorante  6
Indochine  7
Ma Maison  2
Yum Cha  3

HAWKER CENTRES
Food Alley  4
Lau Pa Sat  8
Maxwell Road
    Food Centre  5

TEA HOUSES & CAFÉS
The Tea Chapter  9
Yixing Xuan  10

M
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modern mix beautifully in a style fitting for S ingapore. Snuggled in a shophouse, the 
decor combines clean and neat lines of contemporary styling with paintings by local art-
ists and touches of Peranakan flair like carved wooden screens. The cuisine is Peranakan 
from traditional recipes, making for some very authentic food—definitely something you 
can’t get back home. A good appetiz er is the kueh pie tee:  bite-size “top hats” filled with 
turnip, egg, and prawn with sw eet chili sauce. A wonder ful entree is the ayam panggang 
“Blue Ginger,” really tender grilled, boneless chicken thigh and dr umstick with a mild 
coconut-milk sauce. One of the most popular dishes is the ayam buah keluak (my favor-
ite), a traditional chicken dish made with a har d black Indonesian nut with sw eetmeat 
inside. The favorite dessert here is durian chendol, red beans and pandan jelly in coconut 
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milk with durian purée. Served with shaved ice on top, it smells strong—though they can 
make a durian-free version for guests who aren’t fans of the pungent fr uit.
97 Tanjong P agar Rd . & 65/6222-3928. Reser vations r ecommended. Small dishes S$6.50–S$35 
(US$4.35–US$23/£2.90–£16). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–2:30pm and 6:30–9:45pm.

Chen Fu Ji Fried Rice SINGAPOREAN With bright fluorescent lighting, the fast-
food ambience is nothing to write home about, but the riv erside views are pleasant and 
after you try the fried rice her e, you’ll never be able to eat it anywher e else again, ev er. 
These people take loving care of each fluffy grain, frying the egg evenly throughout. The 
other ingredients are added abundantly, and there’s no hint of oil. On the top is a crown 
of shredded crabmeat. I f you’ve never been an aficionado, y ou’ll be one no w. The spicy 
chicken with cashe w nuts and spring onions is delicious, and their soups ar e also v ery 
good. There is an additional branch, the Chen Fu Ji Noodle House, at Suntec City Mall, 
3 Temasek Blvd. #03–020 S ky Garden (& 65/6334-2966), and the tr ue devotee can 
grab a bowl before boarding a plane at Changi’s Terminal 2 transit lounge (& 65/6542-
8097).
#02–31 R iverside P oint, 30 M erchant Rd . & 65/6533-0166. Reser vations not ac cepted. Small dishes 
S$10–S$20 (US$6.70–US$13/£4.50–£9) AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–2:30pm and 6–9:45pm.

Ma Maison ASIAN/FUSION This cozy little timber-paneled place is tucked away in 
a mall between the Historic District and Chinatown. Try to get a window seat for views 
over the riv er and Clar ke Quay, while y ou browse an eclectic menu that ranges fr om 
hamburgers and pasta to tonkatsu, a pork cutlet in light Japanese breadcrumbs, fried and 
served with rice, pickles, and shr edded cabbage. M ost of the Western dishes hav e an 
Asian twist to them and are often served with rich Japanese-style tomato or brown sauce. 
The house special is a comfor ting, rich beef ste w. The predominantly Japanese staff is 
friendly and attentive.
6 Eu Tong St., The Central #03-96 & 65/6327-8122. Reser vations recommended on w eekends. M ain 
courses S$13–S$22 (US$8.70–US$15/£5.85–£9.90). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 11:30am–3pm and 6–10pm.

Yum Cha   CHINESE Dim sum aficionados sw ear b y Yum Cha ’s cr ystal chiv e 
dumplings, tiny translucent parcels of chunky fresh prawns and herbs, as well as the soft-
shell crabs and delicious steamed dumplings filled with meat and clear br oth called xiao 
long bao. The main attraction certainly isn’t the service, which tends to be a little brusque 
at the best of times, ev en more so on w eekends, when the place is packed with families 
and groups of friends. Get there early to compete for the attention of the trolley-wielding 
waitresses (especially if you want help with or dering) and try to leave room for the gor-
geous miniature baked egg tarts.
20 T rengganu St. & 65/6372-1717. Reser vations r ecommended. Small dishes S$2.50–S$8  
(US$1.65–US$5.35/£1.10–£3.60). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 8am–10:30pm.

5  L I T T L E  I N D I A

INEXPENSIVE
Komala Vilas  SOUTHERN INDIAN Komala Vilas is famous with Singaporeans 
of every race. Don’t expect the height of ambience—it ’s pure fast food, local style—but 
to sit here during a packed and noisy lunch hour is to see all walks of life come thr ough 
the doors. K omala serves vegetarian dishes in southern I ndian style, so ther e’s nothing 
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fancy about the food; it ’s just plain good. O rder the dosai, a huge, thin pancake used to 
scoop up luscious and hearty gravies and curries. Even for carnivores, it’s very satisfying. 
What’s mor e, it ’s cheap: Two samosas, dosai, and an assor tment of ste w-style gravies 
(dhal) for two are under S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50) with tea. For a quick fast-food meal, this 
place is second to none.
76–78 Serangoon Rd. & 65/6293-6980. Reser vations not ac cepted. Dosai S$2.20 (US$1.45/£1); lunch 
for 2 S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50). No credit cards. Daily 7am–10:30pm.

Muthu’s Curry Restaurant SOUTHERN INDIAN Muthu’s is a local institution 
that is synonymous with one local delicacy , fish head curry, a giant fish head floating in 
a huge portion of delicious curry soup, its eye staring and teeth grinning. The cheek meat 
is the best par t of the fish, but to be tr uly polite, let y our friend eat the ey e. The list of 
accompanying dishes is long and includes crab masala, chicken biryani, and mutton 
curry, with fish cutlet and fried chicken sold by the piece. We’re not talking the height of 
dining elegance here, but Muthu’s really has come a long way since its simple coffee shop 
opening, with its r ecent shift to ne wer, larger digs, with matching tables and chairs and 
waitstaff taking orders on PDAs! I miss the old grotty ambience, but still it’s a good place 
to try this dish. Go either at the start or toward the end of mealtime so you don’t get lost 
in the rush and can find staff with more time to help you. There’s another branch in town 
at 3 Temasek Blvd., #B1–056, Suntec City Mall (& 65/6835-7707).
138 R ace C ourse Rd . & 65/6392-1722. Reser vations r ecommended. Small dishes S$4–S$13  
(US$2.70–US$8.70/£1.80–£5.85); fish head curry from S$21 (US$14/£9.45). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 10am–10pm.

6  O R C H A R D  R O A D  A R E A

EXPENSIVE
BLU  CONTEMPORARY Molecular gastronomy comes to town under BLU’s 
new chef de cuisine, Kevin Cherkas. Drawing on his work at Michelin-starred restaurants 
El Bulli in Spain and New York’s Daniel, the Canadian has cr eated an a la car te menu, 
from which guests can choose individually or select six dishes for a set price. Thought-
provoking creations include foie gras with sav ory caramel, and the E gg Came F irst (a 
boiled egg served with onion broth, crumbs, and black truffle). The decor is stylish and 
European, with modern glass sculptures by Danny Lane and fiber optics glowing through 
the glass bar and floor . Try to get a windo w table, since it commands an aw e-inspiring 
view of Orchard Road from its 24th-floor perch.
Shangri-La Hotel, 22 Orange Gr ove Rd., 24th floor . & 65/6213-4598. Reservations recommended. Six 
courses for S$139 (US$93/£63). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 6:30–11pm.

Harbour Grill & O yster Bar   CONTINENTAL Grilled seafood and U.S. 
prime rib ar e per fectly prepared and ser ved with attentiv e style in this awar d-winning 
restaurant. The Continental cuisine is lighter than most, with r ecipes that focus on the 
natural freshness of their ingredients rather than on creams and fat. Caesar salad is made 
at your table so y ou can request your preferred blend of ingr edients, and the o yster bar 
serves juicy fr esh oysters from around the world. F or the main course, the prime rib is 
the best and most-r equested entree, but the rack of lamb is another option wor th con-
sidering—it melts in y our mouth. R esident chef Alexandr e Lozachmeur’s specialty is a 
meltingly tender lamb shoulder braised with fennel and semolina cake. Guest chefs from 
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international culinary capitals are flown in for monthly specials. The place is small and 
cozy, with nautical-inspired murals and a finishing kitchen in the dining r oom.
Hilton Singapore, Level 3, 581 Orchard Rd. & 65/6730-3393. Reservations recommended. Main courses 
S$40–S$60 (US$27–US$40/£18–£27). AE, DC, MC, V. Mon–Fri noon–2:30pm; Mon–Sat 7–10:30pm.

Li Bai   CHINESE/CANTONESE Chinese restaurants are typically unimagi-
native in the decor department—slapping up a landscape brush painting or two here and 
there is sometimes about as far as they go . Not at Li Bai, which is very sleekly decorated 
in contemporary black and red lacquer, with comfortable black leather seating. Creative 
chefs and guest chefs turn out a constantly evolving menu, refining specialties, and jade-
and-silver chopsticks and white bone china add opulent touches to their flawless meals. 
Shark’s fin soup and abalone creations are a requirement for any self-respecting Canton-
ese restaurant, and although Li Bai’s preparation of these delicacies is tops, I recommend 
you bypass them—too much hype and expense. Go for the chef’s special creations, which 
are always imaginative. Or try the pan-fried lamb chop with black pepper sauce, or goose 
liver with honeyed chicken. The crab fried rice is fabulous, with generous chunks of fresh 
meat. Li Bai’s signature XO chili sauce adds delicious spice to almost any dish. The wine 
list is international, with many vintages.
Sheraton Towers, Lower lobby level, 39 Scotts Rd. & 65/6839-5623. Reservations required. Small dishes 
S$18–S$60 (US$12–US$40/£8.10–£27) and up. AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 11:30am–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm.

Mezza9  FUSION This is your best bet if y our party can’t agree on what to eat 
because Mezza9 offers an extensive menu that includes Chinese steamed treats, Japanese, 
Thai, deli selections, Italian, fresh seafood, and Continental grilled specialties. Start with 
big and juicy raw oysters on the half-shell. If you want to consider more raw seafood, the 
combination sashimi platter is also very fresh. Grilled meats include various cuts of beef, 
rack of lamb , and chicken dishes, with a host of delicious sides to choose fr om. The 
enormous 400-seat restaurant has a warm atmosphere, with glowing wood and contem-
porary Zen accents, but ser vice can be harried. B efore you head in for dinner , grab a 
martini in their très chic martini bar.
Grand H yatt, 10 S cotts Rd . & 65/6732-1234. w ww.singapore.grand.hyatt.com. Reser vations r ecom-
mended. M ain c ourses S$28–S$53 (US$19–US$36/£13–£24). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–3pm and 
6–11:30pm.

MODERATE
Chatterbox SINGAPOREAN If you’d like to try the local favorites but don’t want to 
deal with hawker food, then Chatterbox is the place for you. This restaurant is located in 
the Meritus Mandarin Hotel, and while the hotel is undergoing renovations, Chatterbox 
has a prime spot on the 39th floor , so get her e during 2009 to enjo y the 360° vie ws of 
the city, before it’s relocated back down to the 5th floor. Their Hainanese chicken rice is 
highly acclaimed, and the other dishes—like nasi lemak, laksa, and carr ot cake—are as 
close to the str eet as you can get. F or a quick and tasty snack, or der tahu goreng, deep-
fried tofu in peanut chili sauce. This is also a good place to experiment with some of 
those really weird local drinks. Chin chow is the dar k brown grass jelly drink; chendol is 
green jelly, red beans, palm sugar, and coconut milk; and bandung is pink rose syrup milk 
with jelly. For dessert, order the ever-favorite sago pudding, made from the hearts of the 
sago palm.
Mandarin Hotel, 333 Or chard Rd. & 65/6831-6291. Reservations recommended for lunch and dinner . 
Main courses S$20–S$36 (US$13–US$24/£9–£16). AE, DC, MC, V. Sun–Thurs 5pm–1am; Fri–Sat 24 hr.
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Coca Steamboa t  CHINESE/SINGAPOREAN Beloved b y S ingaporeans, a 
steamboat is a tureen of stock that’s kept simmering at the table. D iners choose a flavor 
of stock and add side v egetables, fish, and meats, which ar e dipped into the br oth to 
cook, then eaten. The best par t of the meal is at the end, when the flav ored stock is 
enjoyed as a soup on its o wn or with rice. Coco has a huge range of side dishes and 
consistently good, fresh ingredients, from simple cuts of meat to authentic S ingaporean 
staples like fish balls. I par ticularly like the duck br east and the wontons, and ther e’s a 
good selection of unusual mushr ooms. Throw caution to the winds and pick some old 
favorites and ne w flavors, dipped in the signatur e chili sauce if y ou like it spicy . Not a 
place to choose if you’re in a hurry, but great fun for families and groups.
International Bldg ., 360 Or chard Rd ., #02–05. & 65/6738-2588. Reser vations r ecommended. L unch 
buffet S$20–S$25 (US$13–US$17/£9–£11), dinner buff et S$39–S$45 (US$26–US$30/£18–£20). AE, DC, 
MC, V. Daily 11am–3:45pm and 4–10pm.

Patara Fine Thai THAI Patara may say “fine” dining in its name, but the food her e 
is home cooking: not too haute, not too traditional. S eafood and vegetables are the stars 
here. Deep-fried garoupa (grouper) is served in a sweet sauce with chili that can be added 
sparingly upon request. Curries are popular, too. The roast duck curry in red curry paste 
with seasonal fruits is juicy and hot. F or something really different, Patara’s own inven-
tion, the Thai taco, isn’t exactly traditional, but it is good, filled with chicken, shrimp , 
and sprouts. Their green curry, one of my fav orites, is perhaps the best in to wn. Their 
Thai-style iced tea (which isn’t on the menu, so y ou’ll have to ask for it) is fragrant and 
flowery. A small selection of wines is also available. Patara has another outlet at Swissôtel 
The Stamford, Level 3, Stamford Road (& 65/6339-1488).
#03–14 Tanglin Mall, 163 Tanglin Rd. & 65/6737-0818. Reservations recommended for lunch, required 
for dinner. Small dishes S$22–S$30 (US$15–US$20/£9.90–£14). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–2:30pm and 
6–10pm.

INEXPENSIVE
Ah Hoi’s Kitchen SINGAPOREAN I like Ah Hoi’s for its casual charm and its selection 
of authentic local cuisine. The menu is extensiv e, specializing in local fav orites like fried  
black pepper kuay teow (noodles), sambal kang kong  (a spinach-like v egetable fried with  
chili), and fabulous grilled seafood. The alfresco poolside pavilion location giv es it a r eal 
“vacation in the Tropics” sort of relaxed feel—think of a hawker center without the dingy  
florescent bulbs, gr easy tables, and sludgy floor . Also good her e is the chili crab—if y ou 
can’t make it out to the seafood places on the east coast of the island, it’s the best alternative 
for tasting this local treat. Make sure you order the fresh lime juice. It’s very cooling.
Traders Hotel, 1A Cuscaden Rd., 4th level. & 65/6831-4373. Reservations recommended. Small dishes 
S$14–S$26 (US$9–US$17/£6–£12). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm.

The R ice Table  MAL AY/INDONESIAN/DUTCH Indonesian Dutch rijsttafel, 
meaning “rice table,” is a service of many small dishes (up to almost 20) with rice. Tradi-
tionally, each dish would be brought to diners by beautiful ladies in pompous style. Here, 
busy waitstaff brings all the dishes out and places them in front of you—feast on favorite 
Indo-Malay wonders like beef rendang, chicken satay, otak otak, and sotong assam (squid) 
for a v ery reasonable price. I t’s an enormous amount of food and ev erything is terrific. 
You will pay extra for your drinks and desserts. 
International Bldg ., 360 Or chard Rd ., #02–09/10. & 65/6835-3783. Reser vations not nec essary. S et 
lunch S$15 (US$10/£6.75); set dinner S$24 (US$16/£11). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–2:15pm and 
6–9:15pm.
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Shimbashi Soba Value  Kids  JAPANESE It’s easy to identify S himbashi’s specialty 
from the chef who works behind a glass wall, preparing fresh soba noodles at every stage 
from the grindstone that mills the wheat into flour to the table where he kneads and rolls 
the dough before slicing each noodle by hand. Glance at the walls, and you’ll see photos 
of the fields in H okkaido and Tasmania where the buckwheat gr ew. Whether you slurp 
them hot in a clear , tasty broth or munch them cold and dipped in sauce, these ar e the 
best in town. Reservations aren’t accepted, and if you hit the lunchtime or ev ening rush 
you might have to wait, but the line moves quickly. The busy wait staff are really friendly 
and pleasant with kids.
#B1-41 Paragon, 290 Or chard Rd. & 65/6735-9882. Reser vations not ac cepted. Set meals S$13–S$37 
(US$8.70–US$25/£5.85–£17). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 11:30am–9:30pm.

7  R E S TAU R A N T S  A  L I T T L E  FA R T H E R  O U T

Many travelers will choose to eat in town for convenience, and although there’s plenty of 
great dining in the mor e central areas, there are some other r eally fantastic dining finds 
if you’re willing to hop in a cab for 10 or 15 minutes. These places are worth the trip—
for a chance to dine along the water at UDMC or go for superior seafood at Long Beach 
Seafood Restaurant. And don’t worry about finding y our way back: M ost places always 
have cabs milling about. I f not, restaurant staff will always help you call a taxi.

EXPENSIVE
Halia  CONTINENTAL/FUSION You really need to come to Halia, most notable 
for its location within the aromatic ginger garden of the Singapore Botanic Gardens, for 
a daytime meal—either a weekend breakfast buffet, relaxing lunch, or weekday high tea, 
if you want to enjoy the lush greenery of the surroundings. Cuisine is contemporary fare, 
with ginger permeating quite a fe w of the r ecipes—halia being “ginger” in M alay. The 
specialty of the house is the chunks of seafood stewed in Asian flavors of chili and lemon 
grass served over a bed of papardelle pasta. To get ther e, ask the taxi driv er to take y ou 
along Tyersall Avenue, and look for the halia signboar d at the Tyersall Gate near the 
Ginger Garden.
1 Clun y Rd ., in the Singapor e Botanic G ardens, Tyersall G ate. & 65/6476-6711. Reser vations r ecom-
mended. Main courses S$26–S$43 (US$17–US$29/£12–£19); breakfast buffet S$18 (US$12/£8.10). AE, DC, 
MC, V. Daily noon–3pm; high t ea 3pm–5pm; dinner 6:30–10:15pm; br eakfast/brunch Sat–Sun 9am–
3:30pm.

MODERATE
Imperial Herbal   CHINESE After 20 y ears at the M etropole Hotel, Imperial 
Herbal has moved to a bigger site at the VivoCity shopping center. However, loyal regu-
lars are still coming for the healing po wers of the food ser ved here, enriched with herbs 
and other secr et ingredients prescribed by a r esident Chinese herbalist. U pon entering, 
you’ll be usher ed to the herb counter . The herbalist, D r. Foo, who is also trained in 
Western medicine, will ask for the symptoms of what ails you and take your pulse. While 
you sit and or der (from a range of set menus or an extensiv e a la car te menu of meats, 
seafood, and vegetable dishes), he’ll prepare a packet of ingredients and ship them off to 
the kitchen, where they’ll be added to the food in pr eparation. Surprisingly, dishes turn 
out tasty, without the anticipated medicinal after taste.
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Dr. Foo is in house for dinner every night except Sunday. It’s always good to call ahead, 
though, as he’s the main attraction. When you leave, present him with a small ang pau—a 
gift of cash in a r ed envelope—maybe S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25) or S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50). 
Red envelopes are available in any card or gift shop.
VivoCity, Lobby G #03-08. & 65/6337-0491. Reservations recommended for lunch, necessary for dinner. 
Small dishes S$18–S$32 (US$12–US$21/£8.10–£14). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 11:30am–2:30pm and 6:15–
10:30pm.

Long B each S eafood Restaur ant SEAFOOD They r eally pack ’em in at this 
place. Tables are crammed together in what r esembles a big indoor pavilion, complete 
with festive lights and the sounds of mighty feasting. This is one of the best places for 
fresh seafood of all kinds: fish like garoupa (grouper), sea bass, marble goby, and kingfish, 
and other creatures of the sea, fr om prawns to crayfish. The chili crab here is good, but 
the house specialty is r eally the pepper crab , chopped and deliciously smother ed in a 
thick concoction of black pepper and so y. Huge chunks of crayfish ar e also tasty in the 
black pepper sauce and can be ser ved in variations like barbecue, sambal, steamed with 
garlic, or in a bean sauce. D on’t forget to or der buns so y ou can sop up the sauce. You 
can also get v egetable, chicken, beef , or venison dishes to complement, or choose fr om 
their menu selection of local fav orites. Long Beach now has several branches, including 
at Dempsey Hill, 25 Dempsey Rd. opposite the Botanic Gardens (& 65/6323-2222).
1018 East Coast Pkwy. & 65/6445-8833. Reservations recommended. Seafood is sold by weight accord-
ing to seasonal prices. Most nonseafood dishes S$11–S$22 (US$7.35–US$15/£4.95–£9.90). AE, DC, MC, V. 
Daily 11am–3pm; Sun–Fri 5pm–12:15am; Sat 5pm–1:15am.

Original Sin  MEDITERRANEAN/VEGETARIAN This cozy place is a perennial 
favorite with Singapore’s expatriate population. Located in H olland Village, Singapore’s 
expat enclav e, the r estaurant is close to shopping, pubs, and numer ous other dining 
choices that cater to this international group. This particular restaurant is a favorite, with 
generous por tions of fav orites like baba ghanouj, tzatziki, and hummus ser ved with 
olives, feta, and pita bread. And although the menu features standard Mediterranean fare 
like moussaka and risotto dishes, people always seem to go for the pizzas, which ar e 
loaded with interesting Middle Eastern toppings. The owners also run two other proper-
ties of equal quality and popularity in Chip B ee Gardens, Italian restaurants Michelan-
gelo’s, Block 44, Jalan Merah Saga #01–60 (& 65/6475-9069); and Sistina, Block 44, 
Jalan Merah S aga #01–58 ( & 65/6476-7782). All of these r estaurants hav e a casual 
bistro-style atmosphere inside and sidewalk dining outside.
Block 43 Jalan Merah Saga, #01–62, Chip Bee G ardens, Holland Village. & 65/6475-5605. Reservations 
recommended. Main courses S$22–S$28 (US$15–US$19/£9.90–£13). AE, DC, MC, V. Tues–Sun 11:30am–
2:30pm and 6–10:30pm; Mon 6–10:30pm.

UDMC Seafood Centre  SEAFOOD Eight seafood restaurants are lined side by 
side in 2 blocks, their fr onts open to the vie w of the sea outside. UDMC is a fantastic 
way to eat seafood Singapore style, in the open air, in restaurants that are more like grand 
stalls than anything else. Eat the famous local chili crab and pepper crab here, along with 
all sorts of squid, fish, and scallop dishes. N oodle dishes are also available, as are vegeta-
ble dishes and other meats. But the seafood is the thing to come for. Of the eight restau-
rants, there’s no saying which is the best, as ev eryone seems to hav e his o wn opinions 
about this one or that one (I like J umbo at the far eastern end of the r ow; call & 65/
6442-3435 for reservations, which are recommended for weekends). Have a nice str oll 
along the walkway and gaze out to the water while y ou decide which one to go for.
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Block 1202 East Coast Pkwy. No phone. Seafood dishes are charged by weight, with dishes starting from 
around S$14 (US$9.40/£6.30). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 5pm–midnight.

INEXPENSIVE
Samy’s C urry Restaur ant  SOUTHERN INDIAN There ar e many places in 
Singapore to get good southern I ndian banana leaf, but none quite so unique as S amy’s 
out on Dempsey Road. Samy’s is situated in a huge, high-ceilinged, open-air hall, with 
shutters thrown back and fans whirring abo ve. Wash your hands at the back and hav e a 
seat, and soon someone will slap a banana-leaf place mat in front of you. A blob of white 
rice will be placed in the center , and then buckets of v egetables, chicken, mutton, fish, 
prawn, and you-name-it will be brought out, swimming in the richest and spiciest curries 
to ever pass your lips. Take a peek in each bucket, nod y our head yes when you see one 
you like, and a scoop will be dumped on y our banana leaf. Eat with your right hand or 
with a for k and spoon. When y ou’re done, wipe the sw eat fr om y our br ow, fold the 
banana leaf away fr om you, and place y our tableware on top. Samy’s serves no alcohol, 
but the fresh lime juice is nice and cooling, and lassi, the flav ored yogurt drink, helps to 
counteract the spiciness.
Block 25 Dempsey Rd ., Civil S ervice Club. & 65/6472-2080. Reser vations not ac cepted. S old b y the 
scoop or piec e, S80¢–S$4 (US55¢–US$2.70/35p –£1.80). V. Daily 11am–3pm and 6–10pm. No alc ohol 
served.

8  H AW K E R  C E N T E R S

Hawker centers —large gr oupings of informal open-air food stalls—w ere S ingapore’s 
answer to fast and cheap food in the days befor e McDonald’s and are still the best way 
to sample every kind of Singaporean cuisine. The traditional hawker center is an outdoor 
venue, usually under co ver with fans whirring abo ve, and individual stalls each special-
izing in different dishes. In between rows of cooking stalls, tables and stools offer open 
seating for diners.

Each center has an array of food offerings, with most dishes costing betw een S$3.50 
and S$7 (US$2.35–US$4.70/£1.55–£3.15). You’ll find traditional dishes like char kway 
teow, flat rice noodles fried with seafood; fishball noodle soup, with balls made fr om 
pounded fish and rice flour; claypot chicken rice, chicken and mushrooms baked with 
rice and fragrant soy sauce; bak kut teh, pork ribs stewed with Chinese herbs; Hainanese 
chicken rice, soft chicken o ver rice pr epared in rich chicken stock; laksa, seafood and 
rice noodles in a spicy coconut chili soup; popiah, turnip, egg, pork, prawn, and sw eet 
chili sauce wrapped in a thin skin; rojak, fried dough, tofu, cucumber , pineapple, and 
whatever the chef has handy , mix ed with a sauce made fr om peanuts and fermented 
shrimp paste; plus many, many more Chinese, Malay, and Indian specialties. You’ll also 
find hot and cold drink stalls and usually a stall selling fr esh fruits and fruit juices.

If you want to become a r eal Singapore Foodie, buy a copy of Makansutra, by K. F. 
Seetoh (Makansutra Publishing) at any bookstor e. Seetoh is the local gur u of hawker 
foods and has sniffed out the tastiest, most authentic local delicacies y ou can imagine.

Within the city limits, most traditional-style hawker centers hav e been closed do wn, 
but you can still find a fe w. S ingapore’s most famous, or notorious, hawker center is 
Newton Circus Hawker Center, a 24-hour center near the N ewton MRT stop and a 
tour-bus darling; beware of gouging, especially when ordering seafood dishes, which are 
sold by the kilo. 
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For local-style hawker centers, in Chinatown you can find stalls at the Maxwell Road 
Food Centre at the corner of M axwell and South Bridge roads, or you can tr y Lau Pa 
Sat at the corner of Raffles Way and Boon Tat Street. A ne w food attraction, a r ow of 
stalls along S mith Street called Food Alley  was conceiv ed by the STB. R umor has it, 
these guys are having a hard time making a living selling local food to the v ery touristy 
crowd that passes down this street in the evenings. In the Historic District, try the small 
center next to Allson H otel on Victoria Street, or Makansutra, next to the Esplanade–
Theatres on the Bay. In Little India, Tekka Market is under construction, but nearby on 
Race Course Road the hawkers have set up under a temporar y structure. 

When you eat at a hawker center, the first thing to do is claim a seat at a table. (Local 
trick: I f you put a tissue packet do wn on the table in fr ont of y our seat, people will 
understand it’s reserved.) Remember the number on y our table so that when y ou order 
from each stall, you can let them know where you’re seated. They will deliver your food 
to the table, and y ou must pay upon deliv ery. Change will be pr ovided. When you are 
finished, there’s no need to clear your dishes; it will be taken car e of for you.

The modern version of the hawker center is the food court. Similar to hawker centers, 
food courts are air-conditioned spaces inside shopping malls and public buildings. They 
also have individual stalls offering a variety of foods and tables with fr ee seating. Gener-
ally, food courts offer a more “fast-food,” less authentic version of local cuisine, but y ou 
also get greater variety—many food courts have a stall that sells Western burgers and fish 
and chips, and stalls with J apanese udon or Korean barbecue. Food courts also differ in 
that they ’re self-ser vice. When you approach the stall, y ou take a tray , pay when y ou 
order, then carry the food yourself to a table, similar to cafeteria style. When you finish, 
you are not expected to clear your tray.

Food courts are everywhere within the city, most of them operated by popular chains 
like Food Junction, Kopitiam, and Banquet. You’ll find them in shopping malls and 
public buildings, most likely on the top floor or in the basement. Your hotel’s concierge 
will be able to point you to the nearest food court, no problem.

9  C A F E  S O C I E T Y

In Singapore, traditions such as B ritish high tea and the Chinese tea cer emony live side 
by side with a growing coffee culture. These popular hangouts are all over the city. Here 
are a few places to try.

BRITISH HIGH TEA
Two fabulous places to take high tea in style ar e at Raffles Bar & B illiard Room at 
Raffles Hotel, 1 Beach Rd. (& 65/6412-1816), and Equinox at Swissôtel The Stamford, 
2 Stamford Rd. (& 65/6431-6156). Both places are lovely, if pricey. The buffet will cost 
anywhere from S$33 to S$38 (US$22–US$25/£15–£17), more at peak seasons. High tea 
is served in the afternoons from 3 until 5 or 5:30pm.

CHINESE TEA
There are a few places in Chinatown where tea is still as important today as it has always 
been in Chinese cultur e. The Tea Chapter, 9-11A N eil Rd. ( & 65/6226-1175), and 
Yixing Xuan, 30–32 Tanjong Pagar Rd. (& 65/6224-6961), offer tranquil respites from 
the day and cultural insight into Chinese tea appr eciation.
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CAFES
Western-style coffee joints hav e been popping up left and right all o ver the island, so 
coffee-addicted travelers can r est assured that in the morning their fav orite blends ar e 
brewing close by—as long as you don’t mind spending up to S$7 (US$4.70/£3.15) for a 
cup of br ew. Starbucks, the Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf, the Coffee Club, Spinelli, and 
many more international chain cafes hav e outlets in just about ev ery shopping mall in 
the city.
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Of Singapor e’s man y sights and  
attractions, I enjo y the historical and cul-
tural sights the most. The city’s many old 
buildings and well-presented museum dis-
plays bring histor y to life. Chinese and 
Hindu temples and Muslim mosques wel-
come curious obser vers to disco ver their 
culture as they play out their daily activi-
ties, and the countr y’s natural parks make 
the gr eat outdoors easily accessible fr om 
even the most urban neighborhood. That’s 
the best benefit of trav eling in S ingapore: 
Most attractions ar e situated within the 
heart of the city, and those that lie outside 
the urban center still can be easily  
reached.

Singapore also has a multitude of  
planned attractions for visitors and locals 
alike. Theme par ks dev oted to cultural 
heritage, spor ting fun, and ev en kitsch 
amusement pop up all o ver the place. I n 
this chapter, I’ve outlined the many attrac-
tions her e and pr ovided historical and 
cultural information to help y ou appreci-
ate each sight in its local context. To help 
you plan your activities, I’ve put stars next 
to those attractions I’ ve enjo yed the  
most—either for significance, ex cellent 
planning, or just plain curiosity.

I’ve divided this chapter into the main 
sections of the urban center—the Historic 
District, Chinato wn, Little I ndia, Kam-
pong G lam, and O rchard R oad, wher e 
you’ll find the more historical sights of the 
city—and those outside the city , to the 

west, nor th, and east, wher e y ou’ll find 
large areas dedicated to natur e reserves, a 
zoo, other wildlife attractions, theme  
parks, and sprawling temple complexes, all 
easily accessible b y public transpor tation 
or a cab ride. As a kicker , I’ll take y ou to 
Sentosa (a small island to the south with 
amusements, historical exhibits, natur e 
displays, and outdoor activities for fami-
lies) and to some of the smaller outlying 
islands, and will fill y ou in on spor ts and 
recreation options.

When y ou’re trav eling to attractions 
outside the urban ar ea, I r ecommend 
keeping this book handy—taxis ar e not 
always easy to find, so y ou may need to 
refer to the guide to call for a pickup or use 
the bus and MR T system, r oute numbers 
for which I’ ve included with listings of 
most noncentral attractions.

A note:  Many of the sights to see in 
Singapore are not of the “pay your fee and 
see the sho w” v ariety, but rather historic 
buildings, monuments, and places of r eli-
gious worship . M onuments and statues 
tell the stories of events and heroes impor-
tant to Singapore in both the past and the 
present. The places of worship listed in 
this chapter are open to the public and free 
of entrance charge. E xpect temples to be 
open fr om sunup to sundo wn. Visiting 
hours ar e not specific to the hour , but 
unless it ’s a holiday (when hours may be 
extended), you can expect these places to 
be open during daylight hours.

1  T H E  H I S TO R I C  D I S T R I C T

When Sir Stamford Raffles first sailed up the Singapore River, he saw a small fishing and 
trading village along the banks and a thick o vergrowth of jungle and mangr ove forest 
creeping up a gentle hill that o verlooked the harbor . Over the y ears to follo w, the left 
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bank of the river would become the nerve center for sea trade, and the right bank, at the 
foot of the hill, would be clear ed for the center of government activity.

Raffles’s Town Plan of 1822 had special plans for this district, r eferred to in this book 
as the Historic District but also called the City Centre. The center point was the Padang, 
a large field for spor ts and cer emonies. Ar ound the field, go vernment buildings w ere 
erected, each reflecting preferred British tastes of the day. European hotels popped up, as 
well as cultural centers, and the park along the marina became a lively focal point for the 
European social scene.

The oldest part of the city is Fort Canning Park, the hill where Raffles built his home. 
Its history predates Raffles, with excavation sites unearthing artifacts and small treasures 
from earlier trading settlements, and a sacred shrine that’s believed to be the final resting 
place of Iskander Shah, founder of the Sultanate of Melaka.
Armenian Chur ch  Of all colonial buildings, the Armenian Chur ch (more for-
mally called the Chur ch of S t. Gregory the I lluminator) is one of the most beautiful 
examples of early ar chitectural style her e. Designed by George Coleman, one of S inga-
pore’s most pr olific and talented ar chitects, it is his finest wor k. Although ther e were 
many alterations in the last centur y, the main style of the str ucture still dominates. The 
round congregation hall is powerful in its simplicity, its long louvered windows letting in 
cooling breezes while keeping out the imposing sunlight. Roman Doric columns support 
symmetrical por ticos that pr otect the str ucture fr om rain. All in all, it ’s a wonder ful 
achievement of combined European eclectic tastes and tropical necessity.

The first permanent Christian chur ch in S ingapore, it was funded primarily b y the 
Armenian community, which was at one time quite po werful. Today few Singaporeans 
can trace their heritage back to this influential gr oup of immigrants. The church was 
consecrated in 1836, and the last appointed priest ser ving the parish r etired in 1936. 
Although r egular Armenian ser vices ar e no longer held, other r eligious organizations 
make use of the church from time to time. The cemetery in the back of the church is the 
burial site of many pr ominent Armenians, including Ashgen Agnes J oachim, discoverer 
of the Vanda Miss Joachim, Singapore’s national flower.
60 Hill St., across from the Grand Plaza Park Hotel. & 65/6334-0141. Free admission. 15-min. walk from 
City Hall MRT.

Asian Civilisations Museum  If you have time for only one museum, this 
is the one I r ecommend. This fantastic and w ell-executed exhibit of S outheast Asian 
culture highlights the history of the region and explores the Chinese, South Indian, and 
Islamic heritage that helped to shape regional cultures here. Well-planned galleries show-
case fine arts, furniture, porcelain, jade, and other relics with excellent descriptions.

The Empress P lace Building that houses the museum stood as a symbol of B ritish 
colonial authority as sea trav elers enter ed the S ingapore Riv er. The stately building 
housed almost the entire government bureaucracy around the year 1905 and was a go v-
ernment office until the 1980s, housing the R egistry of Births and Deaths and the Citi-
zenship Registry.

Don’t forget to stop at the M useum Shop (& 65/6336-9050) to br owse exquisite 
ethnic crafts of the region. Also, check out the museum’s website to find out more about 
their free lecture series.
1 Empress Place. & 65/6332-7798. www.acm.org.sg. Adults S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25), childr en and seniors 
S$2.50 (US$1.65/£1.10); free on Fri 7–9pm. M on 1–7pm; Tues–Sun 9am–7pm (ex tended hours Fri 9am–
9pm). Free guided tours in English M on 2pm, Tues–Fri 11am and 2pm, with an ex tra tour on weekends 
at 3:30pm. 15-min. walk from City Hall MRT.
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Cathedral of the Good Shepherd This cathedral was Singapore’s first permanent 
Catholic church. Built in the 1840s, it unified many elements of a fractur ed parish. In 
the early days of the colony, the Portuguese Mission thought itself the fount of the Holy 
Roman Empire’s presence on the island, and so the F rench bishop was reduced to hold-
ing services at the home of a Mr. McSwiney on Bras Basah Road, a dissenting Portuguese 
priest held ser vices at a cer tain Dr. d’Ameida’s residence, and the S panish priest was so 
reduced that we don’t even know where he held his ser vices. These folks were none too 
pleased with their makeshift houses of worship and so banded together to establish their 
own cathedral—the Cathedral of the Good Shepherd. Designed in a Latin cross pattern, 
much of its architecture is reminiscent of St. Martin-in-the-Fields and St. Paul’s in Cov-
ent Garden. The archbishop’s residence, in contrast, is a simple two-story bungalow with 
enclosed verandas and a portico. Also on the grounds are the residents’ quarters and the 
priests’ residence, the latter more ornate in design, with elaborate plaster work.
4 Queen St. (at the corner of Queen St. and Bras Basah Rd .). & 65/6337-2036. Free admission. Open to 
the public during the day. 5-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

CHIJMES (Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus) As you enter this bustling enclave 
of retail shops, restaurants, and nightspots, it ’s difficult to imagine this was once a con-
vent which, at its founding in 1854, consisted of a lone, simply constr ucted bungalow. 
After decades of buildings and add-ons, this collection of unique y et perfectly blended 
structures—a school, a priv ate residence, an orphanage, a stunning G othic chapel, and 
many others—was enclosed within walls, forming peaceful cour tyards and open spaces 
encompassing an entir e city block. Legend has it the small door on the corner of B ras 
Basah and Victoria streets welcomed hundreds of orphan babies, girl childr en who just 
appeared on the stoop each morning, either born during inauspicious y ears or to poor 
families. In late 1983, the conv ent relocated to the suburbs, and some of the block was 
leveled to make way for the MRT Headquarters. Thankfully, most of the block survived 
and the Singapore government, in planning the renovation of this desirable piece of real 
estate, wisely kept the integrity of the ar chitecture. For an evening out, the atmospher e 
at CHIJMES is exquisitely romantic.

A note on the name: CHIJMES is pronounced “Chimes”; the “Chij,” as noted, stands 
for Convent of the H oly Infant Jesus, and the “ mes” was just added on so they could 
pronounce it “Chimes.”
30 Victoria St. & 65/6336-1818. Free admission. 5-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

City Hall (Municipal Building)  During the Japanese Occupation, City Hall was a 
major headquar ters, and it was her e in 1945 that A dm. Lor d Louis M ountbatten 
accepted the Japanese surrender. In 1951, the Royal Proclamation from King George VI 
was read here declaring that S ingapore would hencefor th be kno wn as a city . Fourteen 
years later, Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew announced to its citizens that Singapore would 
henceforth be called an independent r epublic.

City Hall, along with the Supreme Court, was judiciously sited to take full advantage 
of its prime location. M agnificent Corinthian columns mar ch acr oss the fr ont of the 
symmetrically designed building, while inside, two courtyards lend an ambience of infor-
mality to otherwise officious surroundings. For all its magnificence and historical fame, 
however, its ar chitect, F. D. M eadows, r elied too heavily on E uropean influence. The 
many windows afford no pr otection from the sun, and the entrance leav es pedestrians 
unsheltered from the elements. I n defining the v ery nobility of the S ingapore govern-
ment, it appears the Singaporean climate wasn’t taken into consideration. 
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From 2013, City Hall and the Supreme Court are slated to become the new National 
Art G allery, giving much-needed space to display the nation ’s collection of S outheast 
Asian art and providing a platform for major international exhibitions. Though not open 
to the public, the buildings will continue to be used occasionally for special ev ents until 
conversion work begins in 2010.
3 St. Andrew’s Rd., across from the Padang. Entrance is not permitted. 5-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

Fort C anning Park These days, F ort Canning P ark is kno wn for gr eat views over 
Singapore, but in days past it ser ved as the site of Raffles ’s home and the island ’s first 
botanic garden. Its history goes back ev en farther, though: E xcavations have unearthed 
ancient brick foundations and artifacts that give credence to the island natives’ belief that 
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their royal ancestors lived and were buried on the site. A top the hill, a mysterious kera-
mat, or sacred grave, marks what is believ ed to be the burial site of I skander Shah (also 
known as Parameswara), the Palembang ruler who came to S ingapore in the late 1300s 
before settling in Melaka.

From the start, Raffles chose this hill to build his home (at the site of the pr esent-day 
lookout point), which later became a residence for Singapore’s diplomats and governors. 
In 1860, the house was torn do wn to make way for F ort Canning, which was built to 
quell British fears of invasion but instead quickly became the laughingstock of the island. 
The location was ideal for spotting invaders from the sea, but defending Singapore? Not 
likely. The cannons’ range was such that their shells couldn’t possibly have made it all the 
way out to an attacking ship—instead, most of the to wn belo w would hav e been 
destroyed. In 1907, the fort was demolished for a reservoir. Today the only reminders of 
the old for t are some of the walls and the F ort Gate, a deep stone str ucture. Behind its 
huge wooden door you’ll find a narrow staircase that leads to the roof.

Raffles also chose this as the location for the first botanic gar den on the island, with 
ambitious plans to develop commercial crops, particularly spices. The garden was short-
lived due to lack of funding; ho wever, the park still has a pr etty interesting selection of 
plants and trees, like the cannonball tr ee with its large r ound seed pods, and the cotton 
tree, whose pods open to reveal fluffy white “cotton” that was commonly used for stuffing 
pillows and mattresses. In many parts, these plants are well marked along the pathways. 
Also look for the ASEAN sculpture garden; five members of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations each donated a work for the park in 1982 to represent the region’s unity.

Fort Canning was also the site of a European cemetery. To make impr ovements in 
the park, the grav es were exhumed and the stones placed within the walls surr ounding 
the outdoor performance field that slopes fr om the Music and Drama Society building. 
A large Gothic monument was erected in memory of James Napier Brooke, infant son of 
William Napier, Singapore’s first law agent, and his wife, M aria Frances, the wido w of 
prolific ar chitect G eorge Coleman. Although no r ecords exist, Coleman pr obably 
designed the cupolas as well as two small monuments o ver unknown graves. The Music 
and Drama Society building itself was built in 1938. Close by, in the wall, are the tomb-
stones of Coleman and of Jose D’Almeida, a wealthy Portuguese merchant.

Inside the par k, the  Battle Box is an old World War II bunker that displays in wax 
dioramas and a multimedia show the surrender of Singapore. It’s open daily from 10am 
to 6pm; adults S$8 (US$5.35/£3.60), childr en S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25); & 65/6333-
0510.

The National Parks Board gives free guided tours of the park, but not the Battle Box, 
every last Saturday of the month at 4pm; call & 65/6332-1302 to register. 
51 C anning R ise. & 65/6332-1302. w ww.nparks.gov.sg. F ree admission. M ajor entranc es ar e fr om 
behind the Hill Street Building, Percival Rd. (Drama Centre), National Library Carpark, and Canning Walk 
(behind Park Mall). Dhoby Ghaut or City Hall MRT.

Hill Street Building Originally built to house the British Police Force, the building 
was sited directly across from Chinatown for easy access to quell the frequent gang fights. 
Later it became home to the N ational Archives, and it is believ ed that inquisitions and 
torture w ere carried out in the basement during the J apanese occupation. F ormer 
National Archives employees have claimed to have seen ghosts of tortured souls sitting at 
their desks.

Today this color ful building houses the M inistry of I nformation, Communications 
and the Ar ts (MICA), and the N ational Arts Council. I nside the cour tyard, check out 
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ARTrium@MICA, with galleries displaying Singaporean, Southeast Asian, and European 
fine arts. It’s air-conditioned!
140 Hill St. at the corner of River Valley Rd., on Fort Canning Park. & 65/6837-9527. www.artriumatmica.
com. Free admission. 5-min. walk from Clarke Quay MRT.

Kuan Yin Thong Hood Cho Temple It’s said that whatever you wish for within the 
walls of Kuan Yin Temple comes tr ue, so get in line and hav e your wish r eady. It must 
work, as there’s a steady stream of people on auspicious days of the Chinese calendar. The 
procedure is simple (watch others to catch on): Wear shoes easily slipped off before enter-
ing the temple and join the queue. When it is y our turn, light sev eral joss sticks, bo w 
with them, and make a wish before placing them in the urn provided. Pick up the cylin-
drical container filled with wooden sticks and shake it until one stick falls out—each 
stick has a number. Give this number to the interpretation office and they will hand you 
a piece of paper with v erses in M andarin and E nglish. This will tell y ou your general 
fortune, plus a clue as to whether your wish will come true. (For a small fee, interpreters 
outside can help with the translation.) N ow for the payback: I f your wish comes tr ue, 
you’re supposed to r eturn to the temple and offer fr uits and flo wers to say thanks 
(oranges, pears, and apples ar e a thoughtful choice, and jasmine petals ar e especially 
nice). So be careful what you wish for. After you’re back home and that job pr omotion 
comes through, your new manager might nix a trip back to S ingapore so you can bring 
fruits to this little temple! To be on the safe side, bring the goods with y ou when y ou 
make your wish.
Waterloo St., about 1 1/2 blocks fr om Bras Basah Rd . Free admission. Open t o the public during the da y. 
15-min. walk from Bugis MRT.

National Museum of Singapor e  The once-little histor y museum, the 
former Singapore History Museum, has r ecently undergone a massiv e renovation. This 
beautiful 120-year-old building has not only been r estored, but has been expanded to 
more than twice its original siz e by adding a striking modernist wing to the r ear of the 
building. Cleverly, the new wing is invisible from the front. An ingenious glass-ceilinged 
walkway connects the old and ne w wings and provides a perfect point to view the mag-
nificent Victorian dome with its stained-glass panels and zinc fishtail tiles. The large 
History Gallery, based in the ne w wing, tells the stor y of Singapore from two points of 
view: from a historian’s perspective and fr om the “man on the str eet,” accompanied b y 
state-of-the-art multimedia exhibits designed to bring histor y to life and make it acces-
sible for all visitors. You decide which stor y you’d like to hear , then choose the corr e-
sponding audio headset that will guide y ou thr ough the exhibit. The four Living 
Galleries are on the second floor of the old wing and show objects and elements of every-
day Singaporean life: food, fashion, film, and photography . The museum conducts fr ee 
guided tours in English Monday through Friday at 11am and 2pm, and on Saturday and 
Sunday at 11:30am and 3:30pm; the tour takes 1 to 1 1/2 hours. The building itself is a 
mix of colonial and contemporary architecture; a free tour that focuses just on the archi-
tecture is offered Friday through Sunday at 3:30pm.
93 Stamford Rd. & 65/6332-3659. www.nationalmuseum.sg. Adults S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50), children and 
seniors S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25); fr ee admission t o the Living G alleries daily 6–8pm. H istory G allery daily 
10am–6pm; Living Galleries daily 10am–8pm. 5-min. walk from Dhoby Ghaut or City Hall MRT.

Old Parliament House  The Old Parliament House is pr obably Singapore’s oldest 
surviving structure, even though it has been r enovated so many times it no longer looks 
the way it was originally constructed. It was designed as a home for John Argyle Maxwell, 
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a Scottish merchant, but he never moved in. In 1822, Raffles returned to Singapore and 
was furious to find a residence being built on ground he’d allocated for government use. 
So the go vernment took o ver Maxwell’s house for its cour t and other offices. I n 1939, 
when the new Supreme Court was completed, the judiciary moved into Maxwell’s House 
(as it became officially kno wn); then, in 1953, follo wing a major r enovation, the small 
structure was renamed Parliament House and was turned over to the legislature.

The original house was designed b y architect George D. Coleman, who had helped 
Raffles with his Town Plan of 1822. Coleman’s design was in the E nglish neo-Palladian 
style. Simple and well suited to the Tropics, this style was popular at the time with Cal-
cutta mer chants. M ajor alterations hav e left v ery little behind of Coleman ’s design, 
replacing it with an eclectic French classical style, but some of his wor k survives.

Today the building has been transformed once again—The Ar ts House at the O ld 
Parliament has been lovingly restored, with spaces for visual and per formance arts, plus 
special cultural events. A small gallery retells the story of the building. A couple of high-
brow eateries offer a variety of Thai, Vietnamese, and Western cuisine. Singapore’s parlia-
ment now operates out of the ne w Parliament Building just next door.

The bronze elephant in front of the Old Parliament House was a gift to S ingapore in 
1872 fr om H is M ajesty S omdeth P hra P araminda M aha Chulalongkorn (Rama V), 
supreme king of Siam, as a token of gratitude follo wing his stay the previous year.
1 Old Parliament Lane, at the south end of the P adang, next to the Supreme Court. & 65/6332-6900. 
www.theartshouse.com.sg. M on–Fri 10am–8pm; Sat 11am–8pm. F ree admission, guided t our 
S$8 (US$5.35/£3.60); extra charge for tickets to events. 15-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

The Padang This large field has witnessed its shar e of historical events. Bordered on 
one end b y the S ingapore R ecreation Club and on the other end b y the S ingapore 
Cricket Club, and flanked by City Hall, the area was once known as Raffles Plain. Upon 
Raffles’s return to the island in 1822, he was angr y that r esident Farquhar had allowed 
merchants to move private residences into the prime area he had originally intended for 
government buildings. All building permits w ere rescinded, and the Padang became the 
official center point for the government quarters, around which the Esplanade and City 
Hall were built.

Today the Padang is mainly used for public and sporting events—pleasant activities—
but in the 1940s, it felt mor e forlorn footsteps when the inv ading Japanese forced the 
entire E uropean community onto the field. There they waited while the occupation 
officers dickered over a suitable location for the “ conquered.” They ordered all B ritish, 
Australian, and Allied tr oops, as w ell as E uropean prisoners, on the 22km (14-mile) 
march to Changi.

An interesting side note: Frank Ward, designer of the Supreme Court, had big plans 
for the Padang and surrounding buildings. He would have demolished the Cricket Club, 
Parliament House, and Victoria Hall & Theatre to erect an enormous government block 
if World War II hadn’t arrived, ruining his chances.
St. Andrew’s Rd. and Connaught Dr. Free admission. 5-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

Peranakan Museum  This small branch of the Asian Civilisations M useum (see 
above) illuminates the fascinating cultur e of the P eranakans, people born of intermar-
riages between Chinese immigrants and locally born M alays. The r esult is a rich and 
fascinating blend of traditions, cuisine, and decorativ e influences. Look out for the 
incredibly beautiful car ved teak w edding furniture and the distinctiv e porcelain deco-
rated in typical Peranakan colors of pink, blue, gr een, and yellow. The clothing is vivid 
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yet delicate, featuring intricate embroidery and beading. It’s a great insight into a culture 
that appeared and flourished for a brief period of time in a tiny par t of the world. The 
collection is nicely laid out in a lo vely building that was the former Tao Nan School, 
which dates from 1910. 
39 Armenian St. & 65/6332-7591. www.peranakanmuseum.sg. Adults S$6 (US$4/£2.70), childr en and 
seniors S$3 (US$2/£1.35); fr ee F ri 7–9pm. M on 1–7pm; Tues–Sun 9:30am–7pm (ex tended hours F ri 
9:30am–9pm). 15-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

Raffles Hotel  Built in 1887 to accommodate the incr easing upper-class trade, 
Raffles Hotel was originally only a couple of bungalows with 10 rooms, but, oh, the view 
of the sea was per fection. The owners, Armenian brothers named Sarkies, already had a 
couple of prosperous hotels in Southeast Asia (the Eastern & Oriental in Penang and the 
Strand in Rangoon) and were well versed in the business. It wasn’t long before they added 
a pair of wings and completed the main building—and r eading rooms, verandas, dining 
rooms, a grand lobby, the Bar and Billiards Room, a ballroom, and a string of shops. By 
1899, electricity was turning the cooling fans and pr oviding the pleasing glo w of com-
fort.

As it made its madcap dash thr ough the 1920s, the hotel was the place to see and be 
seen. Vacancies w ere unheard of . Hungry S ingaporeans and guests fr om other hotels, 
eager for a glimpse of the fabulous dining r oom, were turned away for lack of r eserva-
tions. The crowded ballroom was jumping ev ery night of the w eek. During this time 
Raffles’s guest book included famous authors like Somerset Maugham, Rudyard Kipling, 
Joseph Conrad, and N oël Coward. These w ere indeed the glor y y ears, but the lo vely 
glimmer from the chandeliers soon faded with the star k arrival of the Great Depression. 
Raffles managed to limp through that dark time—and, darker still, through the Japanese 
Occupation—and later pull back fr om the brink of bankr uptcy to undergo moderniza-
tion in the ’50s. But fresher, brighter, more opulent hotels were taking root on Orchard 
Road, pushing the “grand old lady” to the back seat.

In the 1990s, Raffles was br ought back to its former glor y, restored and sensitiv ely 
expanded over the course of a 3-year, multimillion-dollar project. History-minded reno-
vators selected 1915 as a benchmar k and, with a fe w changes here and there, faithfully 
restored the hotel to that era ’s magnificence and splendor . Today the hotel ’s restaurants 
and nightlife draw thousands of visitors daily to its open lobby, its theater playhouse, the 
Raffles Hotel Museum, and exclusive boutiques. Its 15 restaurants and bars—especially 
the Tiffin Room, Raffles Grill, and Doc Cheng’s—are a wonder, as is its famous Bar and 
Billiards Room and Long Bar. If you’re arriving by taxi, ask the driver to take you to the 
front door of the hotel, where you’ll be met by Raffles’s fabulous sikh doormen.
1 Beach Rd. & 65/6337-1886. City Hall MRT.

Raffles Landing Site The polymarble statue at this site was unveiled in 1972. It was 
made from plaster casts of the original 1887 figur e located in front of the Victoria The-
atre and Concert Hall (see below) and stands on what is believed to be the site where Sir 
Stamford Raffles landed on January 29, 1819.
North Boat Quay. Free admission. 15-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

St. Andrew’s Cathedral Designed by George Coleman; erected on a site selected by 
Sir Stamford Raffles himself; named for the patr on saint of Scotland, S t. Andrew; and 
primarily funded by Singapore’s Scottish community, the first St. Andrew’s was the colo-
nials’ Anglican Church. Completed toward the end of the 1830s, its tower and spire were 
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added several years later to accord the edifice more stature. By 1852, because of massive 
damage sustained fr om lightning strikes, the cathedral was deemed unsafe and torn 
down. The cathedral that no w stands on the site was completed in 1860. O f English 
Gothic Revival design, the cathedral is one of the fe w standing churches of this style in 
the region. The spire resembles the steeple of Salisbury Cathedral—another tribute from 
the colonials to M other E ngland. Not only E nglish r esidents, but Christian Chinese, 
Indians, Continental E uropeans, and M alays consider this to be their center of wor-
ship.

The plasterwork of S t. Andrew’s inside walls used a material called M adras chunam, 
which, though peculiar, was a common building material here in the 1880s. A combina-
tion of shell lime (without the sand) was mix ed with egg whites and coarse sugar or 
jaggery until it took on the consistency of a stiff paste. The mixture was thinned to a 
workable consistency with water in which coconut husks had steeped and was then 
applied to the surface, allowed to dry, and polished with rock crystal or smooth stones to 
a most lustrous patina. Who would’ve thought?

The original church bell was presented to the cathedral by Maria Revere Balestier, the 
daughter of famed American patriot P aul R evere. The bell is no w on display in the 
National Museum of Singapore.
11 St. Andr ew’s Rd., across from the P adang. & 65/6337-6104. Free admission. Open during da ylight 
hours. City Hall MRT.

Singapore Art Museum  The Singapore Art Museum (SAM) opened in 1996 to 
house an impr essive collection of o ver 6,500 pieces of ar t and sculptur e, most of it b y 
Singaporean and Malay artists. Limited space requires the curators to display only a small 
number at a time, but these ar e incorporated in interesting exhibits to illustrate particu-
lar ar tistic styles, social themes, or historical concepts. A large collection of S outheast 
Asian pieces rotates regularly, as well as visiting international exhibits. B esides the main 
halls, the museum offers up a gift shop with fine souv enir ideas, a cafe, a conser vation 
laboratory, an auditorium, and the E-mage G allery, wher e multimedia pr esentations 
include not only the museum’s own acquisitions, but other works from public and private 
collections in the region as well. A new wing, 8Q, in neighboring Queen Street, opened 
in 2008 to highlight the wor k of living Asian ar tists and experimental ar t forms. It also 
contains a Childr en’s Gallery with a hands-on appr oach. Once a Catholic bo ys’ school 
established in 1852, SAM has r etained some visible r eminders of its former occupants: 
Above the front door of the main building, you can still see inscribed “St. Joseph’s Insti-
tution,” and a br onze-toned, cast-ir on statue of S t. John Baptist de la S alle with two 
children stands in its original place.
71 Bras Basah Rd. & 65/6332-3222. www.singart.com. Adults S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25), children and seniors 
S$2.50 (US$1.65/£1.10); fr ee admission F ri 6–9pm. Sat– Thurs 10am–7pm; F ri 10am–9pm. F ree guided 
tours in English M on 2pm, Tues–Thurs 11am and 2pm, with additional t ours Fri at 7pm and Sat–Sun at 
3:30pm. 10-min. walk from City Hall and Dhoby Ghaut MRT.

Singapore Flyer  The new must-have accessory for the world ’s most ambi-
tious cities is a giant observation wheel, and Singapore’s just built itself the world’s largest, 
standing pr oudly at M arina Bay. But in a typically S ingaporean cultural twist, just 6 
months after the multimillion-dollar wheel started to revolve in 2008, it was stopped and 
yet mor e millions spent on r eversing the turning dir ection. Why? B ecause feng shui 
masters observed that the F lyer was turning away fr om the financial center and taking 
Singapore’s riches with it. The U-turn was a good mo ve; the geomancers are happy and 
passengers now get to appr eciate views that str etch up to 45km (28 miles) to M alaysia 
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and Indonesia before enjoying breathtaking views of the city skyline and the harbor on 
the way back down—definitely the highlight of the trip . If you need a reminder of Sin-
gapore’s enduring importance as a trading center , just try to count the number of giant 
container ships waiting off the east coast to berth at the docks. It takes about 30 minutes 
to complete the circle, and the glass cabins are large enough to stroll around in while the 
world moves leisurely past. 
30 R affles A ve. & 65/6333-3311. w ww.singaporeflyer.com. A dults S$30 (US$20/£14), childr en S$21 
(US$14/£9.45). Daily 8:30am–10:30pm. Bus 111, 106, or 133 fr om R affles Hot el t o Temasek A ve. F ree 
shuttle buses every half-hour from St Andrew’s Cathedral 10am to 11pm. MRT.

Singapore Phila telic Museum  This building, constr ucted in 1895 to house the 
Methodist Book Room, underwent a S$7-million (US$4.7-million/£3.2-million) r esto-
ration to become the P hilatelic Museum in 1995. E xhibits include a fine collection of 
old stamps issued to commemorate historically impor tant ev ents, first-day co vers, 
antique printing plates, postal ser vice memorabilia, and priv ate collections. Visitors can 
trace the development of a stamp from idea to the finished sheet, and y ou can even add 
your o wn pictur e to y our holiday postcar ds and mail them fr om the last operational 
colonial postbox in Singapore. Special-edition folios featuring indigenous tr ees, flowers, 
and wildlife make pr etty and compact souv enirs. Free guided tours ar e available upon 
request.
23B Coleman St. & 65/6337-3888. www.spm.org.sg. Adults S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25), childr en and seniors 
S$4 (US$2.70/£1.80). Mon 1–7pm; Tues–Sun 9am–7pm. 10-min. walk from Clarke Quay MRT.

Statue of R affles This sculpture of Sir Stamford Raffles was er ected on the Padang 
in 1887 and mo ved to its pr esent position after getting in the way of one too many 
cricket matches. During the Japanese Occupation, the statue was placed in the Singapore 
History Museum (then the Raffles M useum) and was r eplaced here in 1945. The local 
joke is that Raffles’s arm is outstretched to the Bank of China building, and his pockets 
are empty. (Translation: In terms of wealth in Singapore, it’s Chinese 1, Brits 0.)
Behind the Victoria Theatre and C oncert Hall , 9 Empr ess Place. Free admission. 10-min. walk fr om City 
Hall, Clarke Quay and Raffles Place MRT.

Supreme Court The Supreme Court stands on the site of the old Hotel de L’Europe, 
a rival of Raffles Hotel until it went bankrupt in the 1930s. The court’s structure, a clas-
sical style favored for official buildings the world o ver, was completed in 1939. With its 
spare adornment and ar chitectural simplicity, the edifice has a no-nonsense, utilitarian 
attitude, and the sculptur es across the fr ont, executed by the I talian sculptor Cav aliere 
Rodolpho Nolli, echo what transpires within. Justice is the most br eathtaking, standing 
2.7m (8.9 ft.) high and weighing almost 4 tons. Kneeling on either side of her are repre-
sentations of Supplication and Thankfulness. To the far left are Deceit and Violence. To 
the far right, a bull r epresents Prosperity, and two children hold wheat, to depict A bun-
dance.

Two and a half million bricks were used in building this structure, but take a moment 
to note the stonework: It’s fake! Really a gypsum type of plaster, it was applied by Chinese 
plasterers who molded it to give the appearance of granite. A dome, a copy of the one at 
St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, covers an interior courtyard, which is surrounded by the 
four major portions of the Supreme Court building.

There is curr ently no public access to the O ld Supreme Court building, but visitors 
are permitted to attend cour t hearings, which ar e held in the modern cour t building, 
provided appropriate dress and etiquette codes are observed. 
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1 St. Andrew’s Rd., across from the Padang. & 65/6336-0644. Free admission. Mon–Fri 8:30am–5pm; Sat 
8:30am–1pm. 10-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

Victoria Theatre and C oncert Hall  Designed by colonial engineer J ohn Bennett 
in a Victorian Revival style that was fashionable in Britain at the time, the theater portion 
was built in 1862 as the Town H all. Victoria Memorial H all was built in 1905 as a 
memorial to Q ueen Victoria, r etaining the same style of the old building. The clock 
tower was added a year later. In 1909, with its name changed to Victoria Theatre, the hall 
opened with an amateur pr oduction of the Pirates of Penzance. Another notable per for-
mance occurred when Noël Coward passed through Singapore and stepped in at the last 
moment to help out a traveling English theatrical company that had lost a leading man. 
The building looks much the same as it did then, though of course the interiors hav e 
been moderniz ed. I t was completely r enovated in 1979, conser ving all the original 
details, and was r enamed Victoria Concer t H all. I t housed the S ingapore S ymphony 
Orchestra until the opening of the Esplanade–Theatres on the Bay, when they shifted to 
the larger digs.
9 Empress Place, at the southern end of the Padang. & 65/6339-6120. www.vch.org.sg. Free admission 
to lobby areas. Concert tickets priced depending on per formance and seat location. 15-min. walk fr om 
City Hall MRT.

ALONG THE RIVER
The Singapore River had always been the hear t of life in S ingapore even before Raffles 
landed, but for many y ears during the 20th centur y, life here was dead—quite literally. 
Rapid urban dev elopment that began in the 1950s turned the riv er into a giant se wer, 
killing all plant and animal life in it. In the mid-1980s, though, the government began a 
large and very successful cleanup pr oject; shortly thereafter, the buildings at Boat Q uay 
and Clarke Quay, and later Robertson Quay, were restored. A display on the second floor 
of the Asian Civilisation Museum relates the story of the river and its cleanup. Now the 
areas on both banks of the riv er offer entertainment, food, and pubs day and night, and 
the river bank is dotted with life-siz e bronze sculptures of the “people of the river.”
Boat Quay  Known as “ the belly of the carp ” by the local Chinese because of its 
shape, this area was once notorious for its opium dens and coolie shops. Nowadays, thriv-
ing restaurants boast every cuisine imaginable and the rocking nightlife offers up a variety 
of sounds—jazz, r ock, blues, I ndian, and Caribe—that ar e liv ely enough to get any 
couch potato tapping his feet. See chapters 6 and 9 for dining and nightlife suggestions. 
Note: Pronounce quay like key.
Located on the south bank of the Singapor e R iver bet ween C avenagh Bridge and Elg in Bridge . F ree 
admission. 5-min. walk from Clarke Quay MRT.

Clarke Quay The largest of the water front developments, Clarke Quay was named 
for the second governor of Singapore, Sir Andrew Clarke. In the 1880s, a pineapple can-
nery, ir on foundr y, and numer ous war ehouses made this ar ea bustle. Today, with 60 
restored warehouses hosting restaurants, bars, and nightclubs, the Quay still hops. River 
House, formerly the home of a towkay (company president), occupies the oldest build-
ing, a beautiful building that’s become a popular bar and restaurant run by the Indochine 
group. During the day, children love to play in the water jets that shoot up from the floor 
in Clarke Quay’s central hub, but when the fountains ar e switched off , the area is used 
for special events and occasional markets.
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Also her e, G-Max Reverse Bungy (3E Riv er Valley Rd.; & 65/6338-1146; www.
gmax.co.nz) will strap you and two buddies into a cage and fling y ou around at the end 
of giant bungee cords for only S$45 (US$30/£20) each. You’ll go up 60m (197 ft.) high 
at 200kmph (124 mph). Woo! Despite its name, the next-door Xtreme Swing is slightly 
less extreme, propelling five people above the river and back for $40 (US$27/£18) a time, 
though it’s still not for the fainthearted. Stop by during weekdays from 1pm to 1am, and 
on weekends from noon until late.
River Valley Rd . w est of C oleman Bridge . & 65/6337-3292. www.clarkequay.com.sg. Free admission. 
Clarke Quay MRT.

Esplanade Park Esplanade Park and Queen Elizabeth Walk, two of the most famous 
parks in S ingapore, were established in 1943 on land r eclaimed from the sea. S everal 
memorials are located here. The first is a fountain built in 1857 to honor Tan Kim Seng, 
who gave a gr eat sum of money to ward the building of a water works. Another monu-
ment, the Cenotaph, commemorates the 124 Singaporeans who died in World War I; it 
was dedicated by the Prince of Wales. On the reverse side, the names of those who died 
in World War II have been inscribed. The third prominent memorial is dedicated to Maj. 
Gen. Lim Bo Seng, a member of the Singaporean underground resistance in World War 
II who was captured and killed by the Japanese. His memorial was unveiled in 1954 on 
the 10th anniversary of his death. At the far end of the park, the Esplanade–Theatres on 
the Bay opened in October 2002. Fashioned after the Sydney Opera House, the unique 
double-domed str ucture is kno wn locally as the D urians, because their spiky domes 
resemble halves of durian shells (the building itself is actually smooth—the “ spikes” are 
sun shields).
Connaught Dr., on the marina, running fr om the mouth of the Singapor e River along the Padang to the 
Esplanade–Theatres on the Bay. Daily until midnight. Free admission. 10-min. walk from City Hall MRT.

Merlion Park The Merlion is Singapore’s half-lion, half-fish national symbol, the lion 
representing Singapore’s roots as the “Lion City ” and the fish r epresenting the nation’s 
close ties to the sea. B et you think a magical and aw e-inspiring beast like this has been 
around in tales for hundreds of years, right? No such luck. Rather, he was the creation of 
some scheming mar keters at the S ingapore Tourism Board in the early 1970s. D espite 
the M erlion’s commer cial beginnings, he ’s been adopted as the national symbol and 
spouts continuously every day at the mouth of the S ingapore River.
South bank, at the mouth of the Singapor e River, adjacent to One Fullerton. Free admission. Daily 7am–
10pm. 15-min. walk from either City Hall or Raffles Place MRT.

Sri T handayuthapani Temple One of the richest and grandest of its kind in 
Southeast Asia, the Sri Thandayuthapani Temple is most famous for a thoonganai maa-
dam, a statue of an elephant ’s backside in a seated position. I t’s said that ther e are only 
four others of the kind, located in four temples in I ndia.

The original temple was completed in 1860, r estored in 1962, and practically r ebuilt 
in 1984. The many sculptur es of H indu deities and the car ved Kamalam-patterned 
rosewood doors, ar ches, and columns w ere ex ecuted b y ar chitect-sculptors impor ted 
from Madras, India, specifically for the job . The Hindu child god, Lor d Muruga, rules 
over the temple and is visible in one form or another wherever you look. Also notice the 
statues of the god S hiva and his wife, Kali, captur ed in their liv ely dance competition. 
The story goes that Kali was winning the competition, so S hiva lifted his leg abo ve his 
head, something a woman wasn’t thought capable of doing. He won and quit dancing—
good thing, too, because every time Shiva did a little jig, he destroyed part of the world. 
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Outside in the cour tyard ar e statues of the w edding of Lor d M uruga; his br other, 
Ganesh; another brother, Vishnu; and their father, Shiva; along with Brahma, the creator 
of all.

Used daily for worship , the temple is also the culmination point of Thaipusam, a 
celebration of thanks (see chapter 3). You may also hear this temple called Chettiar ’s 
Hindu Temple or the Tank Road Temple.
15 Tank Rd., close t o the int ersection of Clemenc eau Ave. and R iver Valley Rd. & 65/6737-9393. Daily 
8am–noon and 5:30–8pm. Free admission. 20-min. walk from Clarke Quay MRT. 

2  C H I N ATO W N  & TA N J O N G  PAG A R

When the first Chinese junk landed in S ingapore sometime ar ound 1821, the sailors 
aboard rushed to the shor e and prayed to Ma Cho Po, the Goddess of Heavenly Sages, 
for bringing them safely to their destination. Small shrines were built on the shore, which 
became the first stops for all Chinese sailors as they landed—many of these shrines still 
exist today.

The Chinese and other mer chants set up war ehouses along the w estern bank of the 
Singapore Riv er, and business offices, r esidences, clan associations, and coolie houses 
filled the ar ea behind Boat Q uay. In 1822, when Raffles dev eloped his Town Plan, he 
reserved this area for the Chinese to liv e.

As you tour Chinato wn, you may be surprised to see a H indu Temple and ev en a 
couple of Indian mosques. Although the area was predominantly Chinese, many Hindus 
and Muslims settled here, drawn by commerce.

For a long time, Chinatown remained basically as it always had, but the past 15 y ears 
have seen major changes by the Urban Redevelopment Authority, with schemes to reno-
vate and pr eserve historic buildings and to clean up the str eets. U nfortunately after 
shophouses were lovingly restored, the old calligraphers, cobblers, kite-makers, for tune-
tellers, and other craftspeople who ’d inhabited them could no longer affor d the r ents. 
Sadly, many of these beautiful str eets are now lined with souvenir shops.
Al-Abrar Mosque  This mosque, also called M asjid Chulia after the Chulias, the 
group of Indian moneylender immigrants who funded its constr uction (masjid is Malay 
for mosque), was originally er ected as a thatched building in 1827, thus its Tamil name 
Kuchu Palli, which means “hut mosque.” The building that stands today was built in the 
1850s, and ev en though it faces M ecca, the complex conforms with the grid of the 
neighborhood’s city streets. It was designated a national monument in 1974, and in the 
late 1980s, the mosque under went major r enovations that enlarged the mihrab and 
stripped away some of the ornamental qualities of the columns in the building. The one-
story prayer hall was extended up ward into a two-stor y galler y. Little touches like the 
timber window panels and fanlight windows have been carried over into the new renova-
tions.
192 Telok A yer St., near the c orner of Telok A yer St. and Amo y St., near Thian Hock Keng Temple. 
& 65/6220-6306. Free admission. 15-min. walk from either Raffles Place or Tanjong Pagar MRT.

Chinatown Heritage Centre  This block of three old shophouses in the center 
of the Chinatown heritage district has been conv erted into a display that tells the stor y 
of the Chinese immigrants who came to S ingapore to find work in the early days of the 
colony. Walk through rooms filled with period antiques replicating coolie living quarters, 
shops, clan association houses, and other places that w ere pr ominent in daily life. I t 
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reminded me of the museum on Ellis Island in New York City that walks visitors through 
the immigrant experience of the early 1900s. Like E llis I sland, this display also has 
detailed descriptions to explain each element of the immigrant experience. The tiny 
cubicles where large families and groups scratched out a meager existence are an affecting 
picture of the hardships they faced.
48 P agoda St. & 65/6325-2878. w ww.chinatownheritage.com.sg. A dults S$9.80 (US$6.50/£4.40), 
children S$6.30 (US$4.20/£2.85). Daily 9am–8pm. English-language t our every hr. 5-min. walk fr om Chi-
natown MRT.

Jamae Mosque  Jamae Mosque was built b y the Chulias, Tamil Muslims who w ere 
some of the earlier immigrants to S ingapore and who had a v ery influential hold o ver 
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Indian Muslim life center ed in the Chinato wn ar ea. The Chulias built not only this 
mosque, but the Al-Abrar Mosque and the Nagore Durgha Shrine as well. Jamae Mosque 
dates from 1827 but wasn ’t completed until the early 1830s. The mosque stands today 
almost exactly as it did then.

Although the front gate is typical of mosques you’d see in southern India, inside, most 
of the buildings reflect the neoclassical style of architecture introduced in administrative 
buildings and homes designed by George Coleman and favored by the Europeans. There 
are also some Malay touches in the timber work. A small shrine inside, which may be the 
oldest part of the mosque, was er ected to memorializ e a local r eligious leader, Muham-
mad Salih Valinva.
218 South Bridge Rd., at the c orner of South Bridge Rd. and Mosque St. & 65/6221-4165. Free admis-
sion. Chinatown MRT. 10-min. walk from Chinatown MRT.

Lau Pa Sat Festival Pavilion Though it used to be w ell beloved, the locals think 
this place has become quite touristy—though lunchtime finds it still packed with finan-
cial district workers. Once the happy little hawker center kno wn as Telok Ayer Market, 
it began life as a wet market, selling fruits, vegetables, and other foodstuffs. Now it’s part 
hawker center, part Western fast-food outlets.

It all began on M arket Street in 1823, in a str ucture that was later torn do wn, rede-
signed, and r ebuilt by G. D. Coleman. Close to the water , seafood could be unloaded 
fresh off the pier. After the land in Telok Ayer Basin was reclaimed in 1879, the mar ket 
was moved to its pr esent home. A ne w design b y James MacRitchie kept the original 
octagonal shape and was constructed of 3,000 prefab cast-iron elements brought in from 
Europe.

In the 1970s, as the financial district began to develop, the pavilion was dominated by 
hawkers who fed the lunchtime business crowd. In the mid-1980s, the structure was torn 
down to make way for the MRT construction and then meticulously put back together, 
puzzle piece b y puzzle piece. B y 1989, the mar ket was once again an urban landmar k, 
but it sat v acant until Scotts H oldings successfully tendered to convert it into a festiv al 
market. At this time, numerous changes were made to the building, which was renamed 
Lau Pa Sat (Old Market) in acknowledgment of the name by which the market had been 
known by generations of Singaporeans. Lau Pa Sat is one of the few hawker centers that’s 
open 24 hours, in case you need a coffee or snack befor e retiring.
18 Raffles Quay, located in the entire block flanked by Robinson Rd., Cross St., Shenton Way, and Boon Tat 
St. Free admission. Daily 24 hr. 10-min. walk from Raffles Place MRT.

Nagore Dur gha Shrine  Although this is a M uslim place of worship , it is not a 
mosque, but a shrine, built to commemorate a visit to the island b y a Muslim holy man 
of the Chulia people (M uslim merchants and moneylenders fr om India’s Coromandel 
Coast) who was traveling around Southeast Asia spreading the word of Indian Islam. The 
most interesting visual feature is its facade: Two arched windows flank an ar ched door-
way, with columns in between. Above these is a “miniature palace”—a massive replica of 
the facade of a palace, with tiny cutout windo ws and a small ar ched door way in the 
middle. The cutouts in white plaster make it look like lace. F rom the corners of the 
facade, two 14-lev el minar ets rise, with thr ee little domed cutouts on each lev el and 
onion domes on top. Inside, the prayer halls and two shrines ar e painted and decorated 
in shockingly tacky colors.

Controversy surr ounds the dates that the shrine was built. The government, upon 
naming the Nagore Durgha a national monument, claimed it was built sometime in the 
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1820s; ho wever, Nagoreallauddeen, who is the 15th descendant of the holy man for 
whom the shrine is named, claims it was built many y ears before. According to Nagore-
allauddeen, the shrine was first built out of wood and attap (a thatch roof made from a 
type of palm), and later , in 1815, was r ebuilt from limestone, 4 y ears before the arrival 
of Sir Stamford Raffles. In 1818, rebuilding materials were imported from India to con-
struct the present shrine. Note: The shrine has been closed for r enovation but is due to 
reopen in summer 2009.
140 Telok Ayer St., at the c orner of Telok Ayer St. and Boon Tat St. 15-min. walk fr om either Raffles Place 
or Tanjong Pagar MRT.

Sacred Buddha Tooth Temple  Allow at least an hour and a half to appreciate 
this huge temple, which was founded in 2002. B uilt in the Tang Dynasty style, this is 
actually a Chinese cultural center , encompassing, among other things, a temple, a 
museum and r eference librar y, a theater , a dining hall pr oviding fr ee meals, and, of 
course, the magnificent r eliquary that gives the temple its name. The best place to star t 
is in the huge 100 D ragons Hall on the first floor, where services dedicated to the M ai-
treya B uddha take place, with a fur ther hall behind celebrating the A valokitesvara 
Bodhisattva. I’d then take the elev ator (lined with gold-embroidered fabric) to the third 
story, where a nicely laid-out museum examines the life of the B uddha and explains the 
role of the futur e Maitreya Buddha and the Bodhisattv a Avalokitesvara, the r epresenta-
tion of Kindness and Compassion. The sacred tooth itself is on the fourth floor, encased 
in a magnificent golden stupa, which itself sits on a (presumably reinforced) floor of pure 
gold tiles. The stupa depicts the 35 B uddhas who hav e achiev ed enlightenment and 
nirvana, surrounding the serene figure of the M aitreya Buddha who is guar ded by four 
lions. The stupa is unv eiled from 9am to noon and 3 to 6pm daily . A staircase leads to 
the lovely roof garden (there is a stairlift, if required) where the world’s largest enameled 
prayer wheel turns slowly in the Ten Thousand Buddhas Pavilion. Still not enough Bud-
dhas for y ou? There are another 12,000 in the galleries outside the pavilion. These are 
dedicated to the B uddha of Longevity. For S$68 (US$46/£31) a y ear, you can light up 
one of these tiny figures and help to negate all the bad karma created since the beginning 
of time. Or you could spend S$2 (US$1.35/90p) to sponsor a v ery tangible v egetarian 
meal, distributed from the basement dining hall. 
288 South Bridge Rd . & 65/6220-0220. www.btrts.org.sg. Free admission. Daily 4:30am–9pm. 5-min. 
walk from Chinatown MRT.

Singapore City G allery This enormous exhibit is perhaps of r eal interest only to 
Singaporeans and civil planners, but if you’re in the neighborhood, it’s worth a pop inside 
to see the giant wooden plan of the city in miniatur e that sits on the right side of the 
lobby. If you have time, sift thr ough 48 permanent exhibits and 25 interactiv e displays 
that paint a historical picture of the development of urban Singapore.
URA Centre, 45 Maxwell Rd. & 65/6321-8321. www.ura.gov.sg. Free admission. Mon–Fri 9am–5pm; Sat 
9am–1pm. 10-min. walk from Tanjong Pagar MRT.

Sri Mariamman Hindu Temple As the oldest H indu temple in S ingapore, S ri 
Mariamman has been the central point of Hindu tradition and culture. In its early years, 
the temple housed new immigrants while they established themselv es and also served as 
social center for the community. Today the main celebration here is the Thimithi Festival 
in O ctober or N ovember (see chapter 3). The shrine is dedicated to the goddess S ri 
Mariamman, who is known for curing disease (a very important goddess to have around 
in those days), but as is the case at all other Hindu temples, the entire pantheon of Hindu 
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gods are present to be worshipped as w ell. On either side of the gopuram are statues of 
Shiva and Vishnu, while inside are two smaller shrines to Vinayagar and Sri Ararvan. Also 
note the sacred cows that lounge along the top of the temple walls.

The temple originated as a small wood-and-thatch shrine founded b y Naraina Pillai, 
an Indian merchant who came to Singapore with Raffles’s first expedition and found his 
fortune in trade. I n the main hall of the temple is the small god that P illai originally 
placed here.
244 South Bridge Rd., at the c orner of S outh Bridge Rd. and Pagoda St. & 65/6223-4064. Free admis-
sion. 10-min. walk from Chinatown MRT.

Thian Hock K eng Temple  Thian H ock K eng, the “ Temple of H eavenly 
Bliss,” is one of the oldest Chinese temples in S ingapore. Before land reclamation, when 
the shoreline came right up to Telok Ayer Road, the first Chinese sailors landed here and 
immediately built a shrine, a small wood-and-thatch structure, to pray to the goddess Ma 
Cho Po for allowing their voyage to be safely completed. F or each subsequent boatload 
of Chinese sailors, the shrine was always the first stop upon landing. M a Cho P o, the 
Mother of the Heavenly Sages, was the patron goddess of sailors, and every Chinese junk 
of the day had an altar dedicated to her .

The temple that stands today was built in 1841 o ver the shrine with funds fr om the 
Hokkien community, led b y the effor ts of two M elaka-born philanthropists, Tan Tock 
Seng and Tan Kim Seng. All of the building materials were imported from China, except 
for the gates, which came from Glasgow, Scotland, and the tiles on the facade, which are 
from Holland. The door way is flanked b y two lions, a male with a ball to symboliz e 
strength and a female with a lion cub to symboliz e fertility. On the door are door gods, 
mythical beasts made from the combined body parts of many animals. Note the wooden 
bar that sits at the foot of the temple entrance (as do similar bars in so many Chinese 
temples). This ser ves a couple of purposes: F irst, it keeps out wandering ghosts, who 
cannot cross over the barrier. Second, it forces anyone entering the temple to look down 
as they cross, bowing their head in humility. Just inside the door ar e granite tablets that 
record the temple’s history.

Ahead at the main altar is M a Cho Po, and on either side ar e statues of the Protector 
of Life and the G od of War. To the side of the main hall is a G ambler Brother statue, 
prayed to for luck and riches. From here you can see the temple’s construction of brack-
ets and beams, fitting snugly together and car ved with war her oes, saints, flo wers, and 
animals, all in red and black lacquer and gilded in gold. B ehind the main hall is an altar 
to Kuan Yin, the Goddess of Mercy. Beside her are the sun and moon gods.

To the left of the cour tyard are the ancestral tablets. I n keeping with Confucian filial 
piety, each represents a soul. The tablets with red paper are for souls still alive. Also in the 
temple complex are a pagoda and a number of outer buildings that at one time housed 
a school and community associations. The right wing of the temple is shar ed with The 
Faculty, a center for cr eative arts, holding classes for dance, acting, and v ocals. Even if 
you don’t have a burning desir e to learn to tango, the elaborate pagoda is an incr edible 
spot for a cool drink, tucked away behind the ornate temple gate.
158 Telok Ayer St., 1/2 block beyond Nagore Durgha Shrine. & 65/6423-4616. Free admission. 15-min. 
walk from Tanjong Pagar MRT.

Wak Hai Cheng Bio Temple  One of the oldest Taoist temples in S ingapore, 
this is also known as Yueh Hai Ching Temple. Like most of Singapore’s Chinese temples, 
Wak Hai Cheng Bio had its start as a simple wood-and-thatch shrine where sailors, when 
they got off their ships, would go to expr ess their gratitude for sailing safely to their 
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destination. Before the major land-r eclamation projects shifted the shor eline outward, 
the temple was close to the water ’s edge, and so it was named “ Temple of the Calm S ea 
Built by the Guangzhou People.” It’s a Teochew temple, located in a par t of Chinatown 
originally populated by this dialect group.

Inside the Taoist temple walls are two blocks, the one on the left dev oted to Ma Cho 
Po, the Mother of Heavenly Sages, who protects travelers and ensures a safe journey. The 
one on the right is devoted to Siong Tek Kong, the god of business. Both are as important 
to the Chinese community today as they were way back when. Look for the statue of the 
Gambler Brother, with coins around his neck. The Chinese pray to him for w ealth and 
luck; in olden days, they would put opium on his lips. This custom is still practiced 
today, only now they use a black herbal paste called koyo, which is conveniently legal.

Inside the temple, y ou can buy joss sticks and paper for S$2.50 (US$1.65/£1.10). 
Three joss sticks are for heaven, your parents, and yourself, to be burned before the altar. 
Three corr esponding packets of elaborately decorated paper and gold leaf ar e to be 
burned outside in the gour d-shaped kilns (gourd being a symbol of health). The joss or 
“wishing paper,” four thin sheets stamped with black and red characters, has many mean-
ings. The red sheet is for luck (red being particularly auspicious), and the other three are 
to wash away your sins, for a long life, and for your wishes to be carried to heaven. Even 
if you are not Taoist, you’re more than welcome to burn the joss.

The temple itself is quite a visual tr eat, with ceramic figurines and pagodas adorning 
the roof, and ev ery nook and cranny of the str ucture adorned with tiny thr ee-dimen-
sional r eliefs that depict scenes fr om Chinese operas. The spiral joss hanging in the 
courtyard adds an additional picturesque effect.
30-B Phillip St., at the c orner of Phillip St. and Chur ch St. Free admission. 5-min. walk fr om Raffles Place 
MRT.

3  L I T T L E  I N D I A

Little India did not dev elop as a community planned b y the colonial authorities like 
Kampong Glam or Chinatown, but came into being because immigrants to I ndia were 
drawn to business dev elopments here. In the late 1920s, the go vernment established a 
brick kiln and lime pits her e that attracted I ndian workers, and the abundance of grass 
and water made the area attractive to Indian cattle traders.

A word of advice:  If you visit Little India on a Sunday, be prepared for a mob scene 
the likes of Calcutta! Sunday is the only day off for S ingapore’s many immigrant Indian 
and Bangladeshi laborers, so Serangoon Road gets a little crazy.
Abdul Gafoor Mosque This charming little mosque is resplendent, thanks to a lov-
ing restoration completed in 2008. Nestled behind a row of shophouses, you really can’t 
see it until y ou arriv e at the gate. I nside the compound, the bright y ellow and gr een 
facade and minar ets r eflect an I ndian M uslim ar chitectural pr eference, most likely 
imported with the mosque ’s builder S heik Abdul Gafoor. The original mosque on this 
site, called Al-A brar Mosque, was constr ucted of wood in 1859 and is commemorated 
on a granite plaque within the compound above what could have been either an entrance 
gate or par t of the mosque itself . The newer mosque on the site was built in 1907 and 
includes some unusual featur es, including ornate E uropean-style columns and the sun-
burst above the main entrance. This “sundial” has 25 rays in Arabic calligraphy relief said 
to represent the 25 prophets in the Koran.
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Inside the cour tyard, an information office pr ovides r obes for those in shor ts and 
sleeveless tops. As in every mosque, the main prayer hall is off-limits to non-Muslims.
41 Dunlop St., btw. Perak Rd. and Jalan Besar. & 65/6295-4209. Free admission. 15-min. walk from Little 
India MRT.

Sakya Muni Buddha G aya ( Temple of a Thousand Ligh ts) Thai elements 
influence this temple, fr om the chedi (stupa) r oofline to the huge Thai-style B uddha 
image inside. Often this temple is br ushed off as strange and tacky , but all sor ts of sur-
prises are inside, making the place a v eritable Buddha theme park. On the right side of 
the altar, statues of baby bodhisattvas receive toys and sweets from devotees. Around the 
base of the altar, murals depict scenes from the life of Prince Siddhartha (the Buddha) as 
he searches for enlightenment. F ollow them ar ound to the back of the hall, and y ou’ll 
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An Introduction to Hindu Temples

The gopuram is the giveaway—the tiered roof piled high with brightly colored 
statues of gods and goddesses. Definitely a Hindu temple. So what are they all 
doing up ther e? I t’s because in I ndia, what with the cast e system and all , the 
lower classes w ere at one time not permitt ed inside the t emple, so ha ving 
these statues on the outside meant they could still pray without actually enter-
ing. Furthermore, although each t emple is dedicat ed to a par ticular deity, all 
the gods are represented, in keeping with the Hindu belief that although there 
are many gods, they are all one god. So everyone is up there, in poses or scenes 
that depic t st ories fr om H indu r eligious lor e. S ometimes ther e ar e brightly 
colored flowers, birds, and animals as well—especially sacred cows. So why are 
some of them blue? I t’s because blue is the c olor of the sk y, and t o paint the 
gods blue meant that they, like the sky, are far reaching and ever present.
 There’s no special wa y to pray in these t emples, but b y custom, most will 
pray first t o Ganesh, the god with the elephant head , who is the r emover of 
obstacles, especially those that can hinder one ’s closeness t o God . Another 
interesting prayer ritual happens in the t emple’s main hall around a small dais 
that holds nine gods, one for each planet. Devotees who need a particular wish 
fulfilled will cir cle the dais , pra ying t o their astr ological planet god f or their 
wish to come true.
 The location of H indu temples is neither b y accident nor b y Raffles’s Town 
Plan. By tradition, they must always be built near a source of fresh water so that 
every morning, before prayer, all of the statues can be bathed . The water runs 
off a spout somewher e outside the main hall , from which dev otees take the 
water and touch their heads.
 Non-Hindus are welcome in the t emples to walk around and explore. Tem-
ple etiquette asks that you first remove your shoes, and if you need to point to 
something, out of r espect, please use y our right hand , and don ’t point with 
your index finger (use your knuckle instead).
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find a small door way to a chamber under the altar . Another B uddha image r eclines 
inside, this one shown at the end of his life, beneath the Yellow Seraka tree. On the left 
side of the main part of the hall is a r eplica of a footprint left by the Buddha in Ceylon. 
Next to that is a wheel of for tune; for S50¢ (US35¢/20p), you get one spin.
336 Race Course Rd., 1 block past Perumal Rd. & 65/6294-0714. Free admission, 8am–4pm. 5-min. walk 
from Farrer Park MRT.

Sri Perumal Temple Sri Perumal Temple, built in 1855, is dev oted to the worship 
of Vishnu. As par t of the H indu trinity, Vishnu is the sustainer , balancing out B rahma 
the creator and Shiva the destroyer. When the world is out of whack, he rushes to its aid, 
reincarnating himself to show mankind that there are always new directions for develop-
ment.

On the first tier to the left of the fr ont entrance on the gopuram, statues depict Vish-
nu’s nine r eincarnations. Rama, the sixth incarnation, is with H anuman, the monkey 
god, who helped him in the fier ce battle to fr ee his wife fr om kidnapping. Krishna, 
shown r eclining amid dev otees, is the eighth incarnation and a her o of many H indu 
legends, most notably the Bhagavad-Gita. Also up there is the half-human and half-bird 
Garuda, Vishnu’s steed. Inside the temple ar e altars to Vishnu, his two wiv es, and Gar-
uda.

During Thaipusam, the main festiv al celebrated her e (see chapter 3), male dev otees 
who have made vows over the year carry kavadi—huge steel racks decorated with flowers 
and fruits and held onto their bodies b y skewers and hooks—to sho w their thanks and 
devotion, while women carry milk pots in a parade from Sri Perumal Temple to Chettiar’s 
Temple on Tank Road.
397 S erangoon Rd., 1/2 block past P erumal Rd. Free admission. Best times t o visit ar e daily 7–11am or 
5–7:30pm. 5-min. walk from Farrer Park MRT.

Sri Veerama Kaliamman Temple  This H indu temple is primarily for the 
worship of Shiva’s wife, Kali, who destroys ignorance, maintains world order, and blesses 
those who strive for knowledge of God. The box on the walkway to the front entrance is 
for smashing coconuts, a symbolic smashing of the ego, asking God to show “the humble 
way.” The coconuts hav e two small “ eyes” at one end so they can “ see” the personal 
obstacles to humility they are being asked to smash.

Inside the temple in the main hall ar e three altars, the center one for Kali (depicted 
with 16 arms and w earing a necklace of human skulls) and two altars on either side for 
her two sons—Ganesh, the elephant god, and M urugan, the four-headed child god. To 
the right is an altar with nine statues r epresenting the nine planets. Cir cle the altar and 
pray to your planet for help with a specific tr ouble.

Around the left side of the main hall, the first tier of the gopuram tells the story of how 
Ganesh got his elephant head. A small dais in the r ear-left corner of the temple com-
pound is an altar to Sri Periyachi, a very mean-looking woman with a heart of gold. She 
punishes women who say and do things to make others feel bad. S he also punishes 
men—under her feet is an exploiter of ladies.

Here’s a bit of trivia: R ed ash, as opposed to white, is applied to the for ehead after 
prayers are offered in a temple devoted to a female god.
141 Serangoon Rd. at Veerasamy Rd. Free admission. Daily 8am–noon and 5:30–8:30pm. 10-min. walk 
from Little India MRT.
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4   A R A B  S T R E E T  & K A M P O N G  G L A M

Kampong Glam is the traditional hear t of Singaporean Muslim life. Since early colonial 
days, the area has attracted Muslims from diverse ethnic backgrounds, fusing them into 
one community by their common faith and lifestyle. The name Kampong G lam comes 
from the M alay word kampong, meaning “ village,” and gelam, a par ticular kind of tr ee 
that at one time grew abundantly in the area.

In 1819, the British made a treaty with Sultan Hussein Shah, then sultan of Singapore, 
to cede the island to the B ritish East India Trading Company. As part of the agreement, 
the sultan was offer ed a stipend and giv en Kampong G lam as settlement for his palace 
and subjects. Sultan Hussein built his palace, Istana Kampong Glam, and sold off parcels 
of land for burial grounds, schools, mosques, and farms. Trade grew in the area, as a wave 
of mer chants and tradesmen mo ved in to ser ve the large numbers of pilgrims who 
debarked from here on their journey to Mecca each year.

Although the ethnic Arab population in S ingapore has nev er reached large pr opor-
tions, their influence is immediately ob vious thr ough such str eet names as B ussorah, 
Muscat, Baghdad, and, of course, Arab Street, the center of modern Kampong Glam—a 
neat little shopping enclav e for textiles and r egional handicrafts. N ote that the shops 
along Arab Street close on Sunday.
Alsagoff Arab School Built in 1912, the school was named for Syed Ahmad Alsag-
off, a wealthy Arab merchant and philanthropist who was very influential in Singapore’s 
early colonial days and who died in 1906. I t is the oldest girls ’ school in S ingapore and 
was the island’s first Muslim school.
121 Jalan Sultan, across from Sultan Plaza. 15-min. walk from Bugis MRT.

Hajjah Fatimah Mosque  Hajjah Fatimah was a wealthy businesswoman from 
Melaka and something of a local socialite. She married a Bugis prince from Celebes, and 
their only child, a daughter , married Syed Ahmed Alsagoff, son of Arab trader and phi-
lanthropist Syed Abdul Rahman Alsagoff. Hajjah Fatimah had originally built a home on 
this site, but after it had been r obbed a couple of times and later set fir e to, she decided 
to find a safer home and built a mosque her e instead.

Inside the high walls of the compound ar e the prayer hall, an ablution ar ea, gardens 
and mausoleums, and a few other buildings. You can walk around the main prayer halls 
to the gar den cemeteries, wher e flat squar e headstones mar k the grav es of women and 
round ones mark the graves of men. H ajjah Fatimah is buried in a priv ate room to the 
side of the main prayer hall, along with her daughter and son-in-law.

The minaret tower in the front was designed by an unknown European architect and 
could be a copy of the original spir e of St. Andrew’s Cathedral. The tower leans a little, 
a fact that ’s much mor e noticeable fr om the inside. O n the outside of the to wer is a 
bleeding heart—an unexpected place to find such a do wnright Christian symbol. I t’s a 
great example of what makes this mosque so charming—all the combined influences of 
Moorish, Chinese, and European architectural styles.
4001 Beach Rd., past Jalan Sultan. & 65/6297-2774. Free admission. 20-min. walk from Bugis MRT.

Malay Heritage C entre (Istana Kampong Glam)   When the M alay Heri-
tage Centre opened its doors in 2004, it became the first museum dedicated to the his-
tory, culture, and ar ts of this often-marginaliz ed ethnic group. The Centre has lovingly 
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displayed exhibits that offer a glimpse into S ingapore’s early Malay settlements, the sul-
tan’s royal family, Malay arts, and 20th-century Malay life.

There’s a bit of irony here. The museum is housed in the I stana Kampong Glam, the 
former royal palace that housed the descendants of the original sultan that o versaw Sin-
gapore. In 1819, Sultan Hussein signed away his rights o ver the island in ex change for 
the land at Kampong Glam plus an annual stipend for his family. After the Sultan’s death, 
the family fortunes began to dwindle and disputes broke out among his descendants. In 
the late 1890s, they went to court, where it was decided that because no one in the fam-
ily had the rights as the successor to the sultanate, the land should be reverted to the state. 
The family was allowed to remain in the house, but because they didn’t own the property, 
they lost the authority to improve the buildings. Over the years, the compound fell into 
a very sad state of dilapidation. Eventually, Sultan Hussein’s family was given the boot by 
the government to make way for this museum heralding the v alue of the Malay, and the 
Sultan’s, cultural contribution to Singapore. Hmm.

Galleries on the first floor r elate the stor y of the immigration of M uslim Malays to 
Singapore and their central role in the island’s trading culture. Upstairs there are displays 
that deal with the modern histor y of the Malay community and a r ecreation of a tradi-
tional kampong (village) house and an early HDB apar tment.

The house to the left befor e the main gate of the I stana compound is called Gedong 
Kuning, or Yellow Mansion. It was the home of Tenkgu Mahmoud, the heir to Kam-
pong Glam. When he died, it was pur chased by local Javanese businessman Haji Yusof, 
the belt merchant. Today it houses a Malay restaurant, Tepak Sireh (& 65/6393-4373; 
daily 11:30am–2:30pm and 6:30–10pm).
85 Sultan Gate. & 65/6391-0450. Adults S$4 (US$2.68/£1.80), children S$3 (US$2/£1.35); free admission 
to Istana compound. Mon 1–6pm; Tues–Sun 10am–6pm. 15-min. walk from Bugis MRT.

Sultan Mosque  Though more than 80 mosques exist on the island of S ingapore, 
Sultan Mosque is the r eal center of the M uslim community. The mosque that stands 
today is the second S ultan Mosque to be built on this site. The first was built in 1826, 
partially funded by the East India Company as part of their agreement to leave Kampong 
Glam to Sultan Hussein and his family in r eturn for sovereign rights to S ingapore. The 
present mosque was built in 1928 and was funded b y donations from the Muslim com-
munity. The Saracenic flavor of the onion domes, topped with crescent moons and stars, 
is complemented by Mogul cupolas. Funny thing, though: The mosque was designed by 
an Irish guy named Denis Santry, who was working for the architectural firm Swan and 
McLaren.

Other interesting facts about the mosque: Its dome base is a ring of black bottles; the 
carpeting was donated by a prince of Saudi Arabia and bears his emblem; and at the back 
of the compound, N orth B ridge R oad has a kink in it, sho wing wher e the mosque 
invaded the nicely planned urban grid pattern. Also, if y ou make your way through the 
chink where the back of the building almost touches the compound wall, peer inside the 
makam to see the royal graves. Sultan Mosque, like all the others, does not permit shorts, 
miniskirts, low necklines, or other r evealing clothing to be worn inside. H owever, they 
do r ealize that non-M uslim trav elers like to be comfor table as they tour ar ound and 
provide cloaks free of charge. They hang just to the right as y ou walk up the stairs.
3 Muscat St. & 65/6293-4405. Free admission. Daily 9am–1pm and 2–4pm. No visiting is allo wed dur-
ing Mass congregation Fri 11:30am–2:30pm. 15-min. walk from Bugis MRT.
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5   O R C H A R D  R O A D  A R E A

In the beginning, O rchard Road was just that, or chards and plantations. B ut as S inga-
pore began to attract international settlers, this ar ea transformed into an enclav e where 
wealthy Europeans built their homes. Today Orchard Road still represents affluence and 
luxury even though colonial homesteads hav e been replaced with glitzy malls and high-
rise hotels. And tr ue to its r oots, the O rchard R oad ar ea still has one of the highest 
concentrations of Western expatriate residences on the island.
The Istana and Sri Temasek In 1859, the constr uction of F ort Canning necessi-
tated the demolition of the original governors’ residence, and the autocratic and unpop-
ular governor-general Sir Harry St. George Ord proposed this str ucture be built as the 
new r esidence. Though the constr uction of such a large and expensiv e edifice was 
unpopular, Ord had his way, and design and construction went through, with the build-
ing mainly per formed by convicts under the super vision of M aj. J. F. A. M cNair, the 
colonial engineer and superintendent of convicts.

In its picturesque landscaped setting, Government House echoed Anglo-Indian archi-
tecture, but its symmetrical and cross-shaped plan also echoed the form of the traditional 
Malay istana (palace). During the occupation, the house was occupied b y Field Marshal 
Count Terauchi, commander of the Japanese Southern Army, and Major General Kawa-
mura, commander of the S ingapore Defense Forces. With independence, the building 
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An Introduction to Mosques

To appreciate what’s going on in the mosques in Singapore, here’s a little back-
ground on some of the st yles and symbols behind these ex otic buildings . I 
have also included some tips that will help non-Muslims f eel right at home.
 The rule of thumb f or mosques is that they all fac e Mecca. Lucky for these 
buildings (and for Singaporean urban planners), most of the major mosques in 
Singapore have managed to fit within the grid of city streets quite nicely, with 
few major angles or c orners jutting int o the surr ounding str eets. One fine 
example of a mosque that obey s the Mecca rule but disr egards zoning orders 
is Sultan M osque in K ampong Glam. A peek ar ound the back will r eveal how 
the road is crooked to make way for the building.
 The mosques in Singapore are a wonderful blend of Muslim influences from 
around the world. The grand Sultan Mosque has the familiar onion dome and 
Moorish st yling of the Arabic Muslim influenc e. The smaller but fascinating 
Hajjah Fatimah Mosque is a blend of cultur es, from Muslim to Chinese to even 
Christian—testimony t o Islam ’s t olerance of other cultural symbols . On the 
other hand, the mosques in Chinatown, such as Jamae Mosque and the Nagore 
Durgha Shrine, are Saracenic in flavor, a style that originated in India in the late 
19th century, mixing traditional st yles of I ndian and Muslim ar chitecture with 
British conventionality.
 Each mosque has t ypical features such as a minaret, a narr ow tower from 
which the call t o pra yer was sounded (bef ore r ecorded br oadcasts), and a 
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was renamed the Istana and today ser ves as the official r esidence of the pr esident of the 
Republic of Singapore. Used mainly for state and cer emonial occasions, the grounds are 
open to every citizen on selected public holidays, though they ’re not generally open for 
visits. The house’s domain includes several other houses of senior colonial civil ser vants. 
The colonial secr etary’s r esidence, a typical 19th-centur y bungalo w, is also gaz etted a 
monument and is now called Sri Temasek.
Orchard Rd., btw. Claymore and Scotts rds. Free admission. 5-min. walk from Dhoby Ghaut MRT.

Peranakan Place  Emerald Hill was once nothing more than a wide treeless street 
along whose sides quiet families lived in typical terrace houses²residential units similar to 
shophouses, with a walled cour tyard in the fr ont instead of the usual “ five-foot way.” 
Toward Orchard Road, the terrace houses turned into shophouses, with their first floors 
occupied by small provisioners, seamstresses, and dry-goods stores.

As Orchard Road developed, so did E merald Hill—the buildings were all renovated. 
The shophouses close to O rchard Road became restaurants and bars, and the str eet was 
closed off to vehicular traffic. Now it’s an alfresco cafe, landscaped with a veritable jungle 
of potted foliage and peopled b y color ful tourists—much differ ent fr om its humble 
beginnings.

But as you pass Emerald Hill, don’t just blow it off as a tourist trap. Walk through the 
cafe area and out the back onto Emerald Hill. All of the terrace houses have been redone, 
and magnificently. The facades have been freshly painted and the tiles polished, and the 
dark-wood details add a contrast that is truly elegant. When these places were renovated, 

mihrab, a niche in the main hall which indicat es the direction of Mecca and in 
front of which the imam pra ys, his voice bouncing from inside and resonating 
throughout the mosque during pra yers. You will also notic e that ther e are no 
statues to speak of , in ac cordance with Muslim la ws, which f orbid images of 
Allah and the Prophet Mohammed. Some mosques will have a makam, a burial 
site within the building for royalty and esteemed benefactors. This room is usu-
ally locked but sometimes can be opened upon request. To the side of the main 
prayer hall there’s always an ablution area, a place for worshipers to wash the 
exposed par ts of their bodies bef ore prayers, to show their r espect. This is a 
custom for all Muslims, whether they pray in the mosque or at home .
 When visiting the mosques in Singapor e—and an ywhere else , f or that 
matter—there ar e some impor tant rules of etiquette t o f ollow. Appr opriate 
dress is r equired. For both men and w omen, shor ts ar e pr ohibited, and y ou 
must r emove y our shoes bef ore y ou ent er. F or w omen, please do not w ear 
short skirts or sleeveless, backless, or low-cut tops (although modern Singapor-
ean Muslims do not require women to cover their heads before entering). Also 
remember: Never enter the main prayer hall. This area is reserved for Muslims 
only. Women should also tr ead lightly ar ound this ar ea, as it ’s f orbidden f or 
women to enter. No cameras or video cameras ar e allowed, and remember to 
turn off cellular phones and pagers. Friday is the Sabbath day, and you should 
not plan on going to the mosques between 11am and 2pm on this da y.
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they could be purchased for a song, but as Singaporeans began grasping at their heritage 
in recent years, their value shot up, and now these homes fetch huge sums.

For a peek inside some of these wonderful places (and who doesn’t like to see how the 
rich live?), go to a bookstore and look at Living Legacy: Singapore’s Architectural Heritage 
Renewed, by Robert Powell. Gorgeous photographs take you inside a few of these homes 
and some other terrace houses and bungalo ws around the island, showing off the tradi-
tional interior details of these buildings and bringing their heritage to life.
Intersection of Emerald Hill and Orchard Rd. Free admission. 5-min. walk from Somerset MRT.

6  AT T R AC T I O N S  O U T S I D E  T H E  U R B A N  A R E A

The famous image of Singapore, promulgated by the tourism board and recognizable to 
business travelers everywhere, is of the to wering cityscape along the water ’s edge—but 
there’s a reason they call this place the G arden City. Not only are there picturesque gar-
dens and par ks nestled within the urban jungle, but the urban jungle is nestled within 
real jungle. While it’s true that most of the wooded areas have been replaced by suburban 
housing, it’s also tr ue that thousands of acr es of secondar y rainforest have survived the 
migration of Singaporeans to the suburbs. B etter yet, there are still some areas with pri-
mary rainforest, some of which are accessible by paths.

Singapore has spectacular gardens, from the well-groomed Botanic Gardens to nature 
preserves like B ukit Timah and Sungei Buloh, where tropical rainforest and mangr ove 
swamps are close enough to the city that y ou can visit them on a morning or afternoon 
visit. Outside the city center you’ll also find historic sites and temples like the edifying 
Changi Prison Museum and the S iong Lim Temple, as w ell as museums and science 
centers.

WESTERN SINGAPORE ATTRACTIONS
The attractions grouped in this section are on the west side of Singapore, beginning from 
the Singapore Botanic Gardens at the edge of the urban ar ea all the way out to the S in-
gapore Discovery Centre past Jurong. Transportation can be pr oblematic in this par t of 
the island; as the MRT system rarely goes directly to any of the main sights, taxis can be 
hard to find, and bus r outes get mor e complex. K eep the telephone number for taxi 
booking handy. Sometimes ticket salespeople at each attraction can help and make the 
call for you.
Bukit Timah Nature Reser ve  Bukit Timah Nature Reserve is pur e primary 
rainforest. Believed to be as old as 1 million y ears, it’s the only place on the island with 
vegetation that exists exactly as it was befor e the B ritish settled her e. The park is mor e 
than 160 hectares (405 acres) of soaring canopy teeming with mammals and birds and a 
lush undergrowth with more bugs, butterflies, and reptiles than you can shake a vine at. 
Here you can see more than 700 plant species, many of which are exotic ferns, plus mam-
mals like long-tailed macaques, squirr els, and lemurs. There’s a visitor center and four 
well-marked paths, one of which leads to S ingapore’s highest point. A t 163m (535 ft.) 
above sea level, don’t expect a nosebleed, but some of the scenic vie ws of the island ar e 
really nice. Also at Bukit Timah is Hindhede Quarry, which filled up with water at some 
point, so y ou can take a dip and cool off during y our hike. The National Parks Board 
gives free guided tours on the first Sunday of the month at around 4pm; call & 65/6554-
5127 to register.
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177 Hindhede Dr. & 65/6468-5736.  www.nparks.gov.sg. Free admission. Daily 8:30am–6:30pm. New-
ton MRT, then bus no. 171 to park entrance.

Chinese and Japanese Gardens Situated on two islands in Jurong Lake, the gar-
dens are reached by an overpass and joined by the Bridge of Double Beauty. The Chinese 
Garden dedicates most of its area to “northern style” landscape architecture, the style of 
Imperial gar dens, integrating brightly color ed buildings with the surr oundings. The 
Stoneboat is a replica of the stone boat at the Summer Palace in Beijing. Inside the Pure 
Air of the Universe building are courtyards and a pond, and there is a seven-story pagoda, 
the odd number of floors symbolizing continuity.

I like the G arden of Beauty, in Suzhou style, representing the southern style of land-
scape architecture. Southern gardens were built pr edominantly by scholars, poets, and 
men of w ealth. Sometimes called B lack-and-White gardens, these smaller gar dens had 
more fine detail, featuring subdued colors, as the plants and elements of the rich natural 
landscape gave them plenty to wor k with. I nside the S uzhou garden are 2,000 pots of 
penjiang (bonsai) and displays of small r ocks.

While the Chinese gar den is mor e visually stimulating, the Japanese G arden is 
intended to evoke feeling. And though it can’t compete with the attention with which its 
native counterparts are lavished, it is successful in capturing the themes at the hear t of 
Japanese garden design. Marble-chip paths let you hear your own footsteps and meditate 
on the sound. They also serve to slow the journey for better gazing. The Keisein, or “Dry 
Garden,” uses white pebbles to cr eate images of streams. Ten stone lanterns, a small tra-
ditional house, and a r est house ar e nestled betw een two ponds with smaller islands 
joined by bridges. The pond area is regularly patrolled by huge monitor lizards! There is 
also a live turtle and tortoise museum, with a famous two-headed specimen; adults S$5 
(US$3.35/£2.25), children S$3 (US$2/£1.35).

Toilets are situated at stops along the way , as well as benches to hav e a rest or to just 
take in the sights. P addle boats can be r ented for S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25) per hour just 
outside the main entrance.
1 Chinese Garden Rd. & 65/6261-3632. Free admission; admission to garden of abundance: adults S$2 
(US$1.35/90p), children S$1 (US65¢/45p). Daily 6am–11pm. Chinese G arden MRT.

Haw Par Villa ( Tiger Balm G ardens)  In 1935, br others Haw Boon H aw and 
Haw Boon P ar—creators of Tiger Balm, the camphor and menthol r ub that comes in 
those cool little pots—took their fortune and opened Tiger Balm Gardens as a venue for 
teaching traditional Chinese v alues. They made mor e than 1,000 statues and life-siz e 
dioramas depicting Chinese legends and historical tales, and illustrating morality and 
Confucian beliefs. M any of these w ere gruesome and bloody , and some of them w ere 
really enter taining. B ut Tiger B alm G ardens suffer ed a horrible fate. I n 1985, it was 
converted into an amusement par k and reopened as Haw Par Villa. Most of the statues 
and scenes were taken away and replaced with rides. Well, business did not exactly boom. 
In fact, the park lost money fast. But recently, in an attempt to regain some of the origi-
nal Tiger Balm Garden edge, they replaced many of the old statues, some of which ar e a 
great backdr op for r eally kitschy v acation photos, and ditched the rides. They also 
decided to open the gates fr ee of charge.
262 Pasir Panjang Rd. & 65/6872-2780. Free admission. Daily 9am–7pm. Buona Vista MRT and transfer 
to bus no. 200.

Jurong Bir dPark  Kids  Jurong B irdPark, with a collection of 9,000 bir ds from 
more than 600 species, sho wcases Southeast Asian br eeds plus other color ful tr opical 
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beauties, some of which ar e endangered. The more than 20 hectar es (49 acr es) can be 
easily walked or, for five Singapore dollars ($3.35/£2.25) extra, you can ride the panorail 
for a bird’s-eye view (so to speak) of the grounds. I enjoy the Waterfall Aviary, the world’s 
largest walk-in aviar y. It’s an up-close-and-personal experience with African and S outh 
American bir ds, plus a pr etty str oll thr ough landscaped tr opical for est. This is wher e 
you’ll also see the world’s tallest man-made waterfall, but the true feat of engineering here 
is the panorail station, built inside the aviary. Another smaller walk-in aviary is for South-
east Asian endangered bird species; at noon every day, this aviary experiences a man-made 
thunderstorm, and in the Lory Loft, a couple of dollars on bird feed buys you a swooping 
entourage of color ful friends. The daily guided tours and r egularly scheduled feeding 
times are enlightening. Other bird exhibits are the flamingo pools, the World of Darkness 
(featuring nocturnal bir ds), and the penguin parade, a fav orite for S ingaporeans, who 
adore all things arctic.

The World of Hawks show at 10am and Kings of the Skies at 4pm feature birds of 
prey either acting out their natural instincts or per forming falconry tricks. The Birds n’ 
Buddies show takes place at 11am and 3pm, with trained parr ots that race bikes and 
birds that perform all sorts of silliness, including staged birdie misbehaviors. 
2 Jurong Hill. & 65/6265-0022. w ww.birdpark.com.sg. Adults S$18 (US$12/£8.10), childr en 3–12 S$9 
(US$6.05/£4.05). Park Hopper Ticket for Zoo, Night Safari, and BirdPark: adults S$40 (US$27/£18), children 
S$20 (US$13/£9). Daily 9am–6pm. Boon Lay MRT and transfer to bus no. 194 or 251. 

Singapore B otanic G ardens  In 1822, S ingapore’s first botanic gar den was 
started at Fort Canning by Sir Stamford Raffles. After it lost funding, the present Botanic 
Garden came into being in 1859, thanks to the effor ts of a hor ticulture society; it was 
later turned o ver to the go vernment for upkeep . More than just a gar den, this space 
occupied an important place in the region’s economic development when “Mad” Henry 
Ridley, one of the garden’s directors, imported Brazilian rubber tree seedlings from Great 
Britain. He devised improved latex-trapping methods and led the campaign to convince 
reluctant coffee gr owers to switch plantation cr ops. The garden also pioneer ed orchid 
hybridization, breeding a number of internationally acclaimed v arieties.

Carved out within the tr opical setting lies a marshgar den awash with water lilies and 
papyrus plants, the sundial gar den with pruned hedges, a ginger gar den filled with 300 
related specimens of a family that includes lilies, turmeric, and even bananas. Who knew? 
Sculptures by international ar tists dot thr oughout. As y ou wander, look for the Can-
nonball tree (named for its cannonball-shaped fr uit), Para rubber trees, teak trees, bam-
boos, and a huge array of palms, including the sealing wax palm—distinguished b y its 
bright scarlet stalks—and the r umbia palm, which bears the pearl sago . The fruit of the 
silk-cotton tree is a pod filled with silky stuffing that was once used for stuffing pillo ws. 
Flowers like bougainvilleas and heliconias add beautiful color .

The National Orchid Garden is 3 hectar es (71/2 acres) of gorgeous or chids growing 
along landscaped walks. The English Garden features hybrids developed here and named 
after famous visitors to the gar den—there’s the beautifully twisted M argaret Thatcher, 
the B enazir B hutto, the Vaclav H avel, and mor e. The gift shops sell liv e hy droponic 
orchids in test tubes for unique souv enirs.

At the B ukit Timah edge of the Botanic G ardens is Asia ’s first dedicated childr en’s 
garden. The Jacob Ballas Children’s Garden is a lovely place for under-12s to play and 
explore, while dev eloping an appr eciation for plants and natur e. Children can do out-
door puzzles, learn about food and drinks that comes fr om plants, explore the maze or 
become happily soaked pumping water in the potting gar den (swimming gear or a 
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change of clothing is r ecommended here). Admission is fr ee and it ’s open Tuesday to 
Sunday from 8am to 7pm (& 65/6465-0196). 

The gar dens hav e thr ee lakes. S ymphony Lake surr ounds an island band shell for 
“Concert in the Park” performances by the local symphony and international enter tain-
ers. Call visitor services at the number below for performance schedules. 

Volunteers run free guided tours of differ ent areas of the park every Saturday at 9am 
and 10am, often with additional tours at 11am and 4pm. Register 15 minutes before the 
walk at the Visitor Centre near Nassim Gate.
Main entrance at corner of Cluny Rd. and Holland Rd. & 65/6471-7361. www.nparks.gov.sg. Free admis-
sion. Daily 5am–midnight. The National Orchid Garden adults S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25), children under 12 and 
seniors S$1 (US65¢/45p). Daily 8:30am–7pm. Orchard MRT, then bus no. 7, 105, 106, or 174 from Orchard 
Blvd.

Singapore Disc overy C entre Kids  Billing itself as an “ edutainment” center, the 
SDC uses a phenomenal array of multimedia exhibits to encourage y oung Singaporeans 
to reflect on the culture of modern Singapore and its global ambitions. One offers visitors 
a chance to be an on-the-spot TV reporter, another lets you build a vir tual community, 
measuring y our success in pr oviding basic infrastr ucture and meeting cultural needs 
along the way . Though the SDC is mor e focused on civilian life than it used to be, 
national defense is still the underlying focus of many exhibits—National Service remains 
mandatory for S ingaporean men. That means there are plenty of militar y-style exhibits 
and games, including the S hooting Gallery, a computer-simulated combat firing range 
using real but decommissioned M16 rifles. IMAX features roll at the five-story iWERKS 
Theatre regularly, in two and three dimensions. When you get hungry, there’s a fast-food 
court. You can also hav e a 30-minute bus tour of the neighboring S ingapore Air Force 
Training Institute free with SDC admission. Inquire about tour times at the front coun-
ter.
510 Upper Jurong Rd. & 65/6792-6188. www.sdc.com.sg. Adults S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50), children 11 and 
unde S$6 (US$4/£2.70). Tues–Sun 9am–6pm. MRT to Boon Lay; transfer to SBS no. 182 or 193.

Singapore Science Centre Kids  The center features hands-on exhibits in tr ue sci-
ence-center spirit. Interestingly, the 7,500 sq. m (80,729 sq. ft.) of exhibits directly relate 
to the science syllabus of the local school system, fr om primary school level all the way 
through junior college. The galleries are all clearly marked to explain their interactive use, 
and study sheets are also available. The free Water Works gallery outside is fantastic fun 
for kids (warning: they’ll be soaked in moments). The Technology Gallery is one of the 
more interesting exhibits, if you can wrestle the kids away from the machines. The Dis-
covery Zone’s insectarium is fascinating for any one who isn ’t horrified b y bugs. I n the 
main atrium, there’s a Tesla coil that generates electrical spar ks 5m (16 ft.) long. There’s 
a Virtual Voyages simulation theater plus the O mni Theatre planetarium, which has a 
projection booth encased in glass so you can check out how it works and an IMAX dome 
theatre. B est to av oid visits during w eekends and school holiday times in J une and 
December. 
15 S cience C entre Rd ., off Jur ong Town Hall Rd . & 65/6425-2500. w ww.science.edu.sg. A dults S$6 
(US$4/£2.70), children 15 and under S$3 (US$2/£1.35). Tues–Sun and public holidays 10am–6pm. Jurong 
East MRT to bus no. 66 or 335.

Southern Ridges  This 9km (51/2-mile) chain of park area starts at Mount Faber 
Park (where you can catch the cable car to Harbourfront and Sentosa island) and ends at 
the West Coast P ark. It incorporates two ne w pedestrian bridges, the Alexandra Ar ch 
and, my fav orite, The Henderson Waves bridge, which connects M ount Faber Park to 
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Telok Blangah Hill; this is the highest pedestrian bridge in Singapore, offering great views 
over the city. It’s also a beautiful piece of design in its o wn right, weaving like a ribbon 
over the treetops and featuring a cur ved wooden deck that rises in places to r esemble a 
breaking wav e, cr eating shelter ed ar eas with seating. The Henderson Waves lead to a 
forest walk with an elev ated pedestrian walkway and cy cling trails thr ough the Telok 
Blangah Hill Park. You can take bus numbers 131, 145, 176, or 648 to Henderson Road 
and walk up the hill, but it ’s more fun to take the MR T to Harbourfront and then the 
cable car to Mount Faber, and walk from there.
Mount Faber Park entrance is from Telok Blangah Rd. or Henderson Rd ., or via Harbour front MRT/cable 
car. & 800/471-7300. www.nparks.gov.sg. Free admission. Daily 24 hr . Bus no. 131, 145, 176, or 648 t o 
Henderson Rd., or MRT to Harbourfront and then cable car to Mount Faber.

CENTRAL & NORTHERN SINGAPORE ATTRACTIONS
The northern part of Singapore contains most of the island ’s nature reserves and parks. 
Here’s where you’ll find the Singapore Zoo, in addition to some sights with historical and 
religious significance. D espite the pr esence of the MRT in the ar ea, ther e is not any 
simple way to get from attraction to attraction with ease. Bus transfers to and from MRT 
stops are the way to go—or you could stick to taxicabs.
Kong Meng S an Phor Kark S ee Temple The largest r eligious complex on the 
island, this place, called Phor Kark See for short, is comprised of prayer and meditation 
halls, a hospice, gardens, and a vegetarian restaurant. The largest building is the Chinese-
style Hall of Great Compassion. There is also the octagonal H all of Great Virtue and a 
towering pagoda. For S50¢ (US35¢/20p), you can buy flower petals to place in a dish at 
the Buddha’s feet. Compared to other temples on the island, Phor Kark See seems shiny, 
having only been built in 1981. As a r esult, the r eligious images inside carr y a strange, 
almost artificial, cartoonlike air about them.
88 Bright Hill Dr., located in the center of the island t o the east of Buk it Panjang Nature Preserve (Bright 
Hill Dr. is off Ang Mo Kio Ave.). & 65/6453-4046. Take MRT to Bishan, then take bus no. 410.

Kranji War Memorial Kranji Cemetery commemorates the Allied men and women 
who fought and died in World War II. Prisoners of war in a camp nearby began a burial 
ground here, and after the war it was enlarged to provide space for all the casualties. The 
Kranji War Cemetery is the site of 4,000 graves of servicemen, while the Singapore State 
Cemetery memorializes the names of over 20,000 who died and hav e no known graves. 
Stones are laid geometrically on a slope with a view of the Strait of Johor. The memorial 
itself is designed to represent the three arms of the ser vices.
Woodlands Rd., located in the very northern part of the island. Daily 7am–6pm. Kranji MRT.

Lian Shan Shuang Lin Temple This temple, in E nglish “the Twin Groves of the 
Lotus Mountain Temple,” has a gr eat stor y behind its founding. O ne night in 1898, 
Hokkien businessman Low Kim Pong and his son had the same dream²of a golden light 
shining from the west. The following day, the two went to the western shore and waited 
until, moments before sundown, a ship appeared carrying a group of Hokkien Buddhist 
monks and nuns on their way to China after a pilgrimage to India. Low Kim Pong vowed 
to build a monastery if they would stay in S ingapore. They did.

Laid out according to feng shui principles, the buildings include the D harma Hall, a 
main prayer hall, and dr um and bell to wers. They are arranged in cong lin style, a rar e 
type of monastery design with a universal layout so that no matter how vast the grounds 
are, any monk can find his way around. The entrance hall has granite wall panels carved 
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with scenes from Chinese history. The main prayer hall has fantastic details in the ceiling, 
wood panels, and other woodcar vings. In the back is a shrine to K uan Yin, goddess of 
mercy.

Originally built amid farmland, the temple became surrounded by suburban high-rise 
apartments in the 1950s and 1960s, with the Toa Payoh Housing Development Board 
New Town project and the Pan-Island Expressway creeping close by.
184-E Jalan Toa Payoh. & 65/6259-6924. Free admission. Daily 8:30am–5pm. Located in Toa Payoh New 
Town. Toa Payoh MRT to bus no. 232, 237, or 238.

MacRitchie Nature Trail Of all the nature reserves in Singapore, the Central Catch-
ment Nature Reserve is the largest, at 2,000 hectares (4,940 acres). Located in the center 
of the island, it’s home to four of Singapore’s reservoirs: MacRitchie, Seletar, Pierce, and 
Upper Pierce. The rainforest here is secondary forest, but the animals don’t care; they’re 
just as happy with the place. There’s one path for walking and jogging (no bicy cles 
allowed) that str etches 3km (1 3/4 miles) fr om its star t in the southeast corner of the 
reserve, turning to the edge of M acRitchie Reservoir, then letting y ou out at the S inga-
pore I sland Countr y Club . The TreeTop Walk is a 250m-long (820-ft.) suspension 
walkway that rises 25m (82 ft.) from the forest floor. The views are great, but it is a hike 
from the parking lots. The National Parks Board gives free guided tours on the second 
Sunday of the month at 9:30am ( & 65/6554-5127).
Central C atchment Natur e Reser ve. & 65/6468-5736. w ww.nparks.gov.sg. F ree admission. F rom 
Orchard Rd., take bus no. 132 from the Orchard Parade Hotel. From Raffles City, take bus no. 130. Get off 
at the bus stop near Little Sisters of the Poor. Next to Little Sisters of the Poor, follow the paved walkway, 
which turns into the trail.

Mandai Orchid Gardens John Laycock, the British founder of the O rchid Society 
of Southeast Asia, began the M andai garden in 1951 to house his o wn collection. Now 
owned and operated b y S ingapore O rchids P te. Ltd, M andai br eeds and cultiv ates 
hybrids for international expor t, and the gar dens double as an STB tourist attraction. 
Some of Mr. Laycock’s original collection survives, though many were lost in World War 
II. Arranged in E nglish garden style, or chid varieties are separated in beds that ar e sur-
rounded by grassy lawn. Tree-growing varieties prefer the shade of the co vered canopy. 
On display is S ingapore’s national flower, the Vanda Miss Joaquim, a natural hybrid in 
shades of light purple. Behind the gift shop is the Water Garden, where a stroll will reveal 
many houseplants common to the West, as you would find them in the wild. 

The Vanilla Pod restaurant gets many of its ingr edients from its own herb and spice 
gardens, and the specialty crabmeat salad uses the garden’s orchid as an ingredient. (Tues–
Fri 11:30am–3pm and 6:30–11pm; Sat–Sun 9am–11pm; & 65/6368-0672).
Mandai Lake Rd ., on the r oute to the Singapor e Zoo. & 65/6269-1036. Adults S$3 (US$2/£1.35), chil-
dren 11 and under S$1 (US65¢/45p). M on 8am–6pm; Tues–Sun 8am–7pm. Ang M o K io MR T bus no . 
138.

Night Safari  Kids  Singapore takes adv antage of its unchanging tr opical cli-
mate and static ratio of daylight to night to bring you the world’s first open-concept zoo 
for nocturnal animals. H ere, as in the z oological gar dens, animals liv e in landscaped 
areas, their barriers vir tually unseen b y visitors. These ar eas ar e dimly lit to cr eate a 
moonlit effect, and a guided tram leads y ou through “regions” designed to resemble the 
Himalayan foothills, the jungles of Africa, and, naturally , Southeast Asia. S ome of the 
free-range prairie animals come very close to the tram. The 45-minute ride covers almost 
3.5km (21/4 miles) and has a stop half-way to get off and hav e a rest or stroll along trails 
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for closer views of smaller cr eatures. It costs S$10 ($6.70/£4.50) extra, but it ’s worth it 
since it reaches areas of the zoo that don’t have paths.

Staff, placed at regular intervals along each of the three trails, help you find your way, 
though it’s almost impossible to get lost along the trails; however, it is nighttime, you are 
in the for est, and it can be spooky . The guides ar e there to add peace of mind (and all 
speak English). Flash photography is strictly pr ohibited, and be sur e to bring plenty of 
insect repellent. Check out the bathrooms; they’re all open-air, Bali style.
Singapore Zoo, 80 M andai Lake Rd ., at the w estern edge of the Buk it Panjang Nature Reser ve, on the 
Seletar Reser voir. & 65/6269-3411. w ww.zoo.com.sg. A dults S$22 (US$15/£9.90), childr en 11 and 
under S$11 (US$7.35/£4.95). C ombination Z oo and N ight Safari ticket (without tram): adults S$30 
(US$20/£14), children S$15 (US$10/£6.75). Park Hopper Ticket for Zoo, Night Safari, and BirdPark: adults 
S$40 (US$27/£18), childr en S$20 (US$13/£9). Daily 7:30pm–midnight. Ticket sales close at 11pm. 
Entrance Plaza, restaurant, and fast-food outlet 6:30–11:30pm. Ang Mo Kio MRT to bus no. 138.

Sasanaransi Buddhist Temple Known simply as the Burmese Buddhist Temple, it 
was founded b y a B urmese expatriate to ser ve the o verseas Burmese Buddhist commu-
nity. His partner, an herbal doctor also from Burma, traveled home to buy a 10-ton block 
of marble fr om which was car ved the 3.3m-tall (11-ft.) B uddha image that sits in the 
main hall, surrounded by an aura of brightly color ed lights. The original temple was off 
Serangoon Road in Little India and was moved here in 1991 at the request of the Hous-
ing Development Board. On the thir d stor y is a standing B uddha image in gold and 
murals of events in the Buddha’s life.
14 Tai Gin Rd., located next to the Sun Yat-sen Villa near Toa Payoh New Town. Daily 6:30am–9pm. Chant-
ing Sun 9:30am, Wed 8pm, and Sat 7:30pm. Take MRT to Toa Payoh, then take a taxi.

Singapore Zoo  Kids  They call themselves the Open Zoo because, rather than 
coop the animals in jailed enclosur es, they let them r oam fr eely in landscaped ar eas. 
Beasts of the world are kept where they are supposed to be using psychological restraints 
and physical barriers that ar e disguised behind water falls, vegetation, and moats. S ome 
animals are grouped with other species to show them coexisting as they would in nature. 
For instance, the white rhinocer os is neighborly with the wildebeest and ostrich—not 
that wildebeests and ostriches make the best company , but cer tainly contempt is better 
than boredom. Guinea and pea fo wl, Emperor tamarinds, and other cr eatures are free-
roaming and not shy; however, if you spot a water monitor or long-tailed macaque, know 
that they’re not zoo residents—just locals looking for a free meal. Major zoo features are 
the Primate Kingdom, Wild Africa, the R eptile Garden, and underwater views of polar 
bears, sea lions, and penguins. D aily sho ws ar e themed ar ound ecological issues and 
include “ The Rainfor est F ights B ack,” featuring 15 species, including orangutans, 
lemurs, otters, and bir ds at 10:30am and 1:30pm; sea lions, penguins, and pelicans at 
11:30am, 2:30pm, and 5pm; and the elephants at 11:30am and 3:30pm. You can take 
your photograph with an orangutan, chimpanz ee, or snake, and ther e are elephant and 
camel rides, too. The new Rainforest Kidzworld area is phenomenal: part water park, part 
adventure playground, and part petting zoo.

Zoo literature includes half-day and full-day agendas to help make the most of y our 
visit. The best time to arriv e, however, is at 9am, to hav e breakfast with an orangutan, 
which feasts on fruits and puts on a hilarious and very memorable show. If you miss that, 
you can also have tea with it at 4pm. Another good time to go is just after a rain, when 
the animals cool off and get frisky. See also the Night Safari listing, above.
80 Mandai Lake Rd., at the w estern edge of the Buk it Panjang Nature Reserve, on the S eletar Reservoir. 
& 65/6269-3411. w ww.zoo.com.sg. A dults S$18 (US$12/£8.10), childr en 3–12 S$9 (US$6.05/£4.05). 
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Combination Z oo and N ight Safari ticket: adults S$30 (US$20/£14), childr en S$15 (US$10/£6.75). P ark 
Hopper Ticket for Zoo, N ight Safari, and Bir dPark: adults S$40 (US$27/£18), childr en S$20 (US$13/£9). 
Daily 8:30am–6pm. Ang Mo Kio MRT to bus no. 138.

Sungei Buloh Wetland Reser ve  Located to the v ery nor th of the island and 
devoted to the wetland habitat and mangrove forests that are so common to the r egion, 
130-hectare (321-acre) Sungei Buloh (pronounced “Soong-eye Bull-low”) is out-of-the-
way, and not the easiest place to get to; but it ’s a beautiful park, with constructed paths 
and boardwalks taking y ou through tangles of mangr oves, soupy marshes, grassy spots, 
and coconut groves. More than 75% of Singapore’s wildlife species are represented here, 
but of the flora and fauna, the most spectacular sights her e are the birds, of which there 
are somewhere between 140 and 170 species in residence or just passing through for the 
winter. Of the migrator y birds, some hav e traveled from as far as S iberia to escape the 
cold months fr om September to March. Bird observatories are set up at differ ent spots 
along the paths. Also, even though you’re in the middle of nowhere, Sungei Buloh has a 
visitor center, a cafeteria, and souvenirs. Go early to beat the heat, and douse yourself well 
in mosquito repellent. The National Parks Board gives free guided tours ev ery Saturday 
at 9 and 10am, and 3 and 4pm; call for r egistration.
301 Neo Tiew Cr escent. & 65/6794-1401. Adults S$1 (US65¢/45p), childr en and seniors S50¢  
(US35¢/20p). Daily 7:30am–7pm. A udiovisual show M on–Sat 9am, 11am, 1pm, 3pm, and 5pm; hourly 
Sun and public holidays. Kranji MRT to bus no. 925. Stop at Kranji Reservoir Dam and cross causeway to 
park entrance.

Sun Yat-sen Nanyang Memorial Hall   Dr. Sun Yat-sen visited Singapore eight 
times to raise funds for his revolution in China and made Singapore his headquarters for 
gaining the support of overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia. A wealthy Chinese merchant 
built the villa around 1880 for his mistress, and a later owner permitted Dr. Sun Yat-sen 
to use it. The house reflects the classic bungalow style, which is becoming endangered in 
modern Singapore. Renovated in 2008, its typical bungalow features include a projecting 
carport with a sitting room overhead, verandas with striped blinds, second-story cast-iron 
railings, and first-story masonry balustrades. A covered walkway leads to the kitchen and 
servants’ quarters in the back.

Inside, the life of D r. Yat-sen is traced in photos and water colors, from his bir th in 
southern China through his creation of a revolutionary organization.
12 Tai Gin Rd ., near Toa Payoh New Town. & 65/6256-7377. Adults S$4 (US$2.70/£1.80), childr en and 
seniors S$3 (US$2/£1.35). Tues–Sun 9am–5pm. Toa Payoh MRT to bus no. 45.

EASTERN SINGAPORE ATTRACTIONS
The east coast leads from the edge of Singapore’s urban area to the tip of the eastern part, 
at Changi P oint. Eastern S ingapore is home to Changi I nternational Airpor t, nearb y 
Changi Prison, and the long str etch of East Coast P ark along the shor eline. The MRT 
heads east in this region, but swerves northward at the end of the line. A new MRT track, 
the circle line, will extend the network wider in the east and west from 2010. A popular 
bus line for east-coast attractions not r eached by MRT is bus no. 2, which takes you to 
Changi Prison, Changi Point, and East Coast Park.
Changi Museum  Upon successful occupation of Singapore, the Japanese marched 
all British, Australian, and Allied European prisoners to Changi by foot, where they lived 
in a prison camp for 3 years, suffering overcrowding, disease, and malnutrition. Prisoners 
were cut off from the outside world ex cept to leave the camp for labor duties. The hos-
pital conditions were terrible; some prisoners suffered public beatings, and many died. In 
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an effort to keep hope aliv e, they built a small chapel fr om wood and attap . Years later, 
at the request of former POWs and their families and friends, the go vernment built this 
replica.

The museum displays sketches by W. R. M. Haxworth, replicas of the murals painted 
by Bombardier Stanley Warren in S t Luke’s Chapel and secr et photos taken b y George 
Aspinall—all POWs who w ere imprisoned her e. Displayed with descriptions, the pic-
tures, along with writings and other objects fr om the camp , bring this period to life, 
depicting the day-to-day horror with a touch of high morale.
1000 Upper Changi Rd., in the same general area as the airport. & 65/6214-2451. www.changimuseum.
com. Free admission. Guided tour or audio tour headset rental: adults S$8 (US$5.35/£3.60), children S$4 
(US$2.70/£1.80). Daily 9:30am–5pm. Tanah Merah MRT to bus no. 2.

East C oast P ark East Coast P ark is a narr ow strip of r eclaimed land, 8.5km (5 1/4 
miles) long, tucked in betw een the shor eline and East Coast P arkway, and ser ves as a 

han
tree
grai
for 
crow
in th
and
cafe
outf
inst
loca
East 
high

The Peranakans of Katong

If you’d like to experience local culture that’s a bit off the beaten track, come to 
Katong. This neighborhood came t o pr ominence bef ore World War II, when 
Peranakans and Eurasians, families of mixed heritage, populated this area out-
side of the cit y c enter along the east c oast of the island . M any P eranakans, 
because of their mixed Chinese and Malay heritage, rose to financial power and 
were k nown t o build la vish homes (man y of which still line the str eets of 
Katong), furnishing them with ornat e, Chinese -inspired int eriors, and they 
dress with opulent flair.
 Peranakan antique furniture sports detailed woodcarvings in classic Chinese 
design, but with unbelievably gaudy mother- of-pearl inlay everywhere. Their 
pottery also follows Chinese aesthetics, with pretty floral, phoenix, and dragon 
patterns, but in vivid c olors more representative of M alay tastes—bright yel-
lows, pinks, and greens.
 Peranakan ladies wore the sarong kebaya, a two-piece outfit consisting of a 
brightly c olored c otton sar ong t opped with a delicat ely embr oidered fitt ed 
blouse pinned with silv er or gold br oaches. Peranakan ladies (called Non yas) 
were also k nown f or their daint y beaded slippers . The outfit is r eally quit e 
elaborate, but if you think it’s a thing of the past, you’ll be surprised to see how 
many local w omen still w ear full traditional c ostume to weddings and other 
special events.
 To visit K atong, star t b y tak ing a taxi t o the c orner of East C oast and Joo 
Chiat r oads (don’t w orry, ther e ar e plent y of taxis her e t o bring y ou back t o 
town). This is the epicenter of a boom in Peranakan heritage appreciation that 
has seen restaurants, a clothier, and an antiques house find cheers fr om locals 
who are keen to see this heritage survive. From this junction, you can find Kim 
Choo Kueh Chang (109 and 111 East Coast Rd.; & 65/6741-2125), a place for 
traditional Non ya glutinous ric e dumplings—the t etra-pack-shaped bundles 
wrapped in pandan lea ves y ou ma y see hang ing in bunches in f ood stalls 
around the island. Here you can buy and tr y, and also see how they are made.
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hangout for Singaporean families on the weekends. Moms and dads barbecue under the 
trees while the kids swim at the beach, which is nothing mor e than a narr ow lump of 
grainy sand sloping into yellow-green water that has more seaweed than a sushi bar. Paths 
for bicy cling, in-line skating, walking, or jogging r un the length of the par k and ar e 
crowded on weekends and public and school holidays. On Sundays, you’ll find kite flyers 
in the open grassy par ts. The lagoon is the best place to go for bicy cle rentals, canoeing, 
and windsur fing. I f you go to the M cDonald’s Carpark C entrance, y ou’ll find beach 
cafes, some sea kayak r entals, plus in-line skates and bicy cle rentals as well. A couple of 
outfits, listed in “Sports & Recreation,” later in this chapter, offer equipment rentals and 
instruction. The park is also home to UDMC Seafood Centre (reviewed in chapter 6), 
located not far from the lagoon.
East Coast Pkwy. Free admission. Bus no . 36 or 16 t o Marine Parade and use the underpass t o cross the 
highway.

 Just nex t door is Rumah B ebe (113 East C oast Rd .; & 65/6247-8781), a 
boutique that specializ es in fantastic qualit y sarongs and kebayas with all the 
accessories. Proprietress Bebe Seet, a well-known pillar of the Peranakan com-
munity, is the local authorit y on traditional beaded slippers , selling her hand-
made creations, giving demonstrations, and t eaching the ar t of beading . You 
can even custom-order a pair.
 You’ll notic e these shops ar e newly r enovated, fr eshly paint ed, and quit e 
welcoming. I f you prefer your cultural experienc e a bit mor e down-and-dirty, 
backtrack down East Coast Road to the next block. At the junction of East Coast 
and Ceylon roads is the heart of the laksa wars. On two street corners, opposite 
each other, about four open-air hawker stalls fight over who has the best laksa 
in Singapore. This local specialt y, a rich, spic y coconut-based soup with noo -
dles, prawns, fishcake, and c ockles, is delicious , and y ou’ll find the best right 
here. I usually go for the laksa at No. 49 (no phone). Pull up a stool and eat on 
the sidewalk . (A hidden tr easure—if you walk half a block do wn Ceylon Rd., 
you’ll find an old but recently renovated Sri Lankan Hindu temple dedicated to 
Ganesh, the elephant-headed god. If you’re dressed modestly, they’ll welcome 
you in for a look-see.)
 If you follow East Coast Road in the opposite direction, you’ll find two older 
establishments. The Katong Antique House (208 East Coast Rd.; & 65/6345-
8544) is operated by Peter Wee, the president of the local P eranakan heritage 
association. It’s a very small display, but everything’s authentic and for sale, as 
opposed t o the objec ts at the museum, in case y ou want ed t o take a bit of 
Peranakan heritage home.
 Next door is m y fa vorite Non ya r estaurant, The P eranakan Inn  (210 East 
Coast Rd .; & 65/6440-6195), a simple c offee shop –style r estaurant with 
authentic home -style food at v ery reasonable prices. What you lack in dec or 
you gain in authenticit y.
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Escape Theme Park Kids  If you think your kids will pass out at the sight of another 
museum, Singapore’s newest and best amusement par k will keep them occupied. There 
are rides for small kiddies and families, plus ex citing ones for big kiddies as w ell. The 
go-kart circuit is happening. They also have carnival games with prizes, plus snacks and 
beverages. I f it gets too hot, visit Wild Wild Wet, belo w. A beach and good seafood 
hawker fare are also nearby.
Downtown East 1, P asir R is Close . & 65/6581-9128. w ww.escapethemepark.com.sg. A dults S$18 
(US$12/£8.10), children S$8.90 (US$5.95/£4). Sat–Sun and public and school holida ys 10am–8pm. Pasir 
Ris MRT.

Wild Wild Wet Kids  Beat the heat at this water par k, with flumes, raft slides, a wav e 
pool, plus lots of water activities for childr en. Locker r ooms and food and bev erage 
facilities are all convenient, plus water safety is provided by trained lifeguards. This park 
and neighboring Escape Theme Park both opened in 2003, so the facilities still feel rela-
tively new and fresh.
Downtown East 1, Pasir Ris Close. & 65/6581-9128. www.wildwildwet.com. Adults S$16 (US$11/£7.20), 
children S$11 (US$7.35/£4.95). M on, Wed, Thurs, F ri 1–7pm; Sat–Sun and public and school holida ys 
10am–7pm. Pasir Ris MRT.

7  S E N TO S A  I S L A N D

In the 1880s, S entosa was a hub of B ritish military activity, with hilltop for ts built to 
protect the harbor from sea invasion from all sides. Today it has become a weekend get-
away spot and S ingapore’s answer to Disneyland. Tomorrow it will be the site of one of 
Singapore’s ne w “integrated r esorts”—hotels, r esorts, amusement and enter tainment 
parks, plus gambling casinos, slated for opening in 2010. I n the meantime, S entosa is 
spending gobs of money to upgrade all existing facilities to meet the bar raised b y the 
coming attractions. 

If you’re spending the day, there are numerous restaurants and a couple of food courts. 
For a unique dining option, consider Sky Dining, aboard a glass-bottomed cable car , 
where you can spend a couple hours eating a thr ee- or four-course Western meal (set 
menus S$115/US$77/£52 or S$198/US$133/£89 for two; childr en’s set menu S$24/
US$16/£11). I t’s especially popular on Valentine’s D ay or for bir thdays and w edding 
proposals. Meals are pretty tasty, provided by the Jewel Box restaurant. For more infor-
mation, call & 65/6377-9688, or visit www.mountfaber.com.sg.

For o vernights, the Shangri-La’s R asa S entosa R esort and S pa and the  S entosa 
Resort & Spa (see chapter 5) ar e popular hotel options. F or general S entosa inquiries, 
call & 1800/736-8672 or see www.sentosa.com.sg.

GETTING THERE
Island admission is S$2 (US$1.35/90p) each for adults and childr en, payable at the 
causeway upon entry or factored into the cost of transport to the island. Tickets to addi-
tional attractions can be bought as a package from the Sentosa Express office at Harbour-
Front or purchased separately on the island. 

The most enter taining way to get ther e is to take the cable car . From the Cable Car 
Towers (& 65/6270-8855), they make the trip daily fr om 8:30am to 11pm at a cost of 
S$19 (US$13/£8.55) round-trip adults and S$9.50 (US$6.35/£4.25) children. The one-
way ticket is only one Singapore dollar less (67¢/45p). The view is okay (but too far from 
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the city to see skyline) and the ride is especially fun for kids. The cable cars also extend 
up Mt. Faber on the Singapore side. If you choose to take a cable car up to the top , you 
can take it back down again. Otherwise, if you choose to alight at this stop, you can take 
a taxi back to civilization.

The ne w S entosa E xpress opened in J anuary 2007. This light-rail train operates 
between VivoCity at the H arbourFront MRT station and S entosa, with stops at the 
beach, major attractions, and the future site of the integrated resort. Pick up the train to 
Sentosa at VivoCity, third level, where you can purchase tickets for S$3 (US$2/£1.35), 
which includes all-day rides, plus Sentosa admission.

A bus operates from the HarbourFront Interchange (near HarbourFront MRT) daily 
from 7am to 11pm, with extended hours until 12:30am on Friday, Saturday, and the eve 
of public holidays; it costs S$3 (US$2/£1.35) per person. O r any city taxi can take y ou 
there; just pay the entrance fee after you cross the causeway, and the driver can drop you 
anywhere you’d like to go within the island.

GETTING AROUND
Once on S entosa, a fr ee bus system with thr ee color-coded r outes snakes ar ound the 
island from 7am to 11pm on weekdays and 12:30pm at weekends.
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SEEING THE SIGHTS
The most notable attractions that you get free with your Sentosa admission are the Ani-
mal and Bird Encounters, a range of displays featuring r eptiles, macaques, parrots, and 
birds of prey that runs from noon to 5:30pm at the amphitheater at Palawan Beach; the 
Nature Trail that star ts from the bottom of the M erlion statue and the Dragon Trail 
Nature Walk, a 1.5km (1-mile) str oll through secondary rainforest to see dragon sculp-
tures and local flora and fauna; and the beaches.

Sentosa has three beaches. At Siloso Beach, deck chairs, beach umbrellas, and a vari-
ety of watersports equipment like pedal boats, aqua bikes, fun bugs, canoes, surfboards, 
and banana boats ar e available for hir e at nominal charges. This is wher e the beautiful 
young things hang out and play beach v olleyball. B icycles ar e also av ailable for hir e. 
Shower and changing facilities, food kiosks, and snack bars ar e at rest stations. Palawan 
Beach has a greater assortment of beachside bars and r estaurants, while Tanjong Beach 
is the quietest and most laid back of the thr ee.

Most attractions on S entosa charge separate entrance fees; they include the Songs of 
the Sea laser fountain sho w (S$8/US$5.35/£3.60 per person for 3 and o ver), Sentosa 
Luge & S kyride (S$10/US$6.70/£4.50 per ride; daily 10am–9:30pm), Sentosa 4D 
Magix motion cinema (adults S$18/US$12/£8.10, children S$11/US$7.35/£4.95; daily 
10am–9pm), and the TigerSky Tower (adults S$12/US$8.05/£5.40, childr en S$8/
US$5.35/£3.60; daily 9am–9pm). The best attractions, in my opinion, ar e as follows:
Fort Siloso Fort Siloso guarded Keppel Harbour from invasion in the 1880s. It’s one 
of three forts built on Sentosa, and it later became a military camp in World War II. The 
buildings hav e been outfitted to r esemble a barracks, kitchen, laundr y, and militar y 
offices as they looked back in the day. In places, you can explore the underground tunnels 
and ammunition holds, but they ’re not as extensiv e as y ou would hope they ’d be. The 
Surrender Chambers lead you through authentic footage, photos, maps, and recordings 
of survivors to chronologically tell the stor y of the Pacific theater activity of World War 
II and how the Japanese conquered Singapore. The grand finale is a wax museum depict-
ing, first, a scene of the B ritish surrender and, last, another of the J apanese surrender.
& 65/6275-0388. Adults S$8 (US$5.35/£3.60), children S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25). Daily 10am–6pm.

Images of Singapore  Images of Singapore is a highlight of a visit to S entosa. 
“Pioneers of S ingapore” is an exhibit of beautifully constr ucted life-size dioramas that 
place figures like Sultan Hussein, Sir Stamford Raffles, Tan Tock Seng, and Naraina Pil-
lai, to name just a few, in the context of Singapore’s timeline and note their contributions 
to its dev elopment. Also inter esting ar e the dioramas depicting scenes fr om the daily 
routines of the different cultures as they lived during colonial times. It’s a great stroll that 
brings history to life and giv es a good intr oduction to the cultural influences that con-
tinue to shape modern Singapore

The ne west addition, Festivals of S ingapore, is another life-siz e diorama exhibit 
depicting a few of the major festiv als and traditions of the Chinese, M alay, Indian, and 
Peranakan cultures in Singapore.
& 65/6275-0388. Adults S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50), children S$7 (US$4.70/£3.15). Daily 9am–7pm.

Underwater World  Kids  Underwater World is without a doubt one of the most-
visited attractions on S entosa. Everybody comes for the tunnel: 83m (272 ft.) of trans-
parent acr ylic tube thr ough which y ou glide on a conv eyor belt, gaping at shar ks, 
stingrays, eels, and other creatures of the sea drifting by, above and on both sides. If you’re 
lucky, you might see the scuba div er who hops in several times a day and feeds them b y 
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hand. In smaller tanks, y ou can view other unusual sea life, like the puffer fish and the 
mysteriously weedy and leafy sea dragons. The price also includes admission to the Dol-
phin Lagoon, with pink dolphin sho ws daily at 1:30pm, 3:30pm, and 5:30pm, with an 
additional show at 11am at weekends. 
& 65/6275-0388. www.underwaterworld.com.sg. Adults S$23 (US$15/£10), children S$15 (US$10/£6.75). 
Daily 9am–9pm.

8  O R G A N I Z E D  TO U R S

Although touring Singapore is simple enough for DIY trav elers, visitors with little time 
or those who want to delv e deeper into local sights can take adv antage of conv enient 
organized activities.

COACH TOURS
Tour East  (& 65/6738-2622) organizes typical half-day coach tours of the city ev ery 
day (adults S$30/US$20/£14, childr en S$15/US$10/£6.75), and full-day coach ex cur-
sions on Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, and Sunday to some of the main attractions ar ound 
the island (adults S$73/US$49/£33, childr en S$36/US$24/£16), some with meals 
included. The P eranakan Trail ( Tues–Sun) takes visitors out to Katong, a suburban 
neighborhood that is the focal point of P eranakan heritage (adults S$45/US$30/£20, 
children S$22/US$15/£9.90).

For something different, go for the DUCKTour (& 65/6338-6877; www.ducktours.
com.sg), a combined coach and boat tour in an amphibious v ehicle, a decommissioned 
military craft, that circles you around the Historic District for a tour of the harbor . The 
hour-long tour star ts ev ery hour, depar ting fr om the S untec City M all Galleria, with 
additional transfers fr om the DUCKT ours office on O rchard R oad (at the corner of 
Cairnhill Rd.). Reservations are highly recommended, and tours cost S$33 (US$22/£15) 
adults, S$17 (US$11/£7.65) childr en ages 3 to 12, and S$2 (US$1.35/90p) kids 2 and 
under. DUCKTours also operates the HiPPO Tour aboard an open-top double-decker 
bus, cruising Orchard Road, Little India, Kampong Glam, Chinatown, and the Historic 
District. Pick it up at the DUCKTours office on Orchard Road or at Suntec City, then 
get on and off at sights that inter est y ou along the way . The day ticket costs S$33 
(US$22/£15) adults, S$13 (US$8.70/£5.85) childr en 3 to 12, and S$2 (US$1.35/90p) 
for kids 2 and under. Call DUCKTours for information. 

WALKING TOURS
Singapore Walks (& 65/6325-1631; www.singaporewalks.com) is a r eputable outfit 
that organizes guided walking tours of the H istoric District, Chinatown, Little I ndia, 
Kampong Glam, and other neighborhoods Monday through Saturday, except for public 
holidays. Call them to find out the meeting time and place for the tour y ou want; for 
most walks, adults pay S$25 (US$17/£11), children tour for S$15 (US$10/£6.75). Their 
river walk, at S$28 (US$19/£13), includes a bumboat tour .

RIVER TOURS & CRUISES
Singapore River Cruises (& 65/6339-6833; www.rivercruise.com.sg) operates boats up 
and down the Singapore River and into the harbor from 9am to 11pm daily. A bumboat 
ride with recorded info about the riv erside sights costs adults S$18 (US$12/£8.10) and 
children S$8 (US$5.35/£3.60). You can also use the riv er cruise boats as a taxi, as it has 
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pick-up points fr om the Merlion (Fullerton), Boat Q uay, Clarke Quay, and R obertson 
Quay.

The Imperial Cheng H o, operated b y Watertours (& 65/6533-9811; www.water
tours.com.sg), is a huge boat modeled after the sort of Chinese junk that Admiral Cheng 
Ho might hav e sailed when he explor ed this r egion in the 15th centur y. A 2 1/2-hour 
cruise takes y ou from Marina South Pier past the S ingapore skyline, the mouth of the 
Singapore River, then out past S entosa, with a stop on K usu Island. I r ecommend the 
Morning Glory Cruise at 10:30am (adults S$27/US$18/£12, childr en S$14/US$9.40/
£6.30). There’s also a High Tea Cruise at 3pm (adults S$32/US$21/£14, children S$16/
US$11/£7.20) and a dinner cr uise at 6:30pm (adults S$55/US$37/£25, childr en S$29/
US$19/£13). Watertours can arrange hotel transfer with y our booking.

TRISHAW TOUR
These cy cle rickshaws w ere once a staple form of public transpor tation. Now they ’re 
permitted on busy streets only with special permits, and only for guided tours. Singapore 
Explorer (& 65/6339-6833; www.singaporeexplorer.com.sg) coordinates r egular out-
ings through Chinatown from 10am to 7pm daily . You can either call ahead to book a 
ride or just show up at the corner of Sago and Terrenganu streets; you’ll see the collection 
of trishaws under cover. The half-hour trip takes you through Chinatown’s quaint streets 
for a charge of S$39 (US$26/£18), childr en S$20 (US$13/£9) per person. S ingapore 
Explorer can arrange pickup from anywhere if you book in advance.

9  T H E  S U R R O U N D I N G  I S L A N D S

Sixty smaller islands surr ound Singapore, some of which ar e open for full- or half-day 
trips. The ferry rides are cool and breezy, and they provide interesting up-close views of 
some of the larger ships docked in the harbor . The islands themselves are small and, for 
the most par t, don’t have a lot going on. The locals basically see them as little escapes 
from the everyday grind—peaceful respites for the family.

KUSU & ST. JOHN’S ISLANDS
Kusu Island and St. John’s Island are both located to the south of Singapore proper, about 
a 15- to 20-minute ferr y ride to Kusu, 25 to 30 minutes to S t. John’s.

Its name meaning “Tortoise Island” in Chinese, many popular legends exist about how 
Kusu I sland came to be. The most popular ones inv olve ship wrecked people, either 
fishermen or monks, who w ere rescued when a tor toise turned himself into an island. 
Kusu I sland was originally two small islands and a r eef, but in 1975, r eclaimed land 
turned it into a (v ery) small getaway island. There are two places of worship: a Chinese 
temple and a Malay shrine. The Chinese temple becomes a zoo during “Kusu Season” in 
October, when thousands of Chinese dev otees flock here to pray for health, pr osperity, 
and luck. There are two swimming lagoons (the one to the nor th has a pr etty view of 
Singapore Island), picnic tables, toilets, and public telephones.

Historically speaking, St. John’s Island is an unlikely place for a day trip . As far back 
as 1874, this place was a quarantine for Chinese immigrants sick with cholera; in the 
1950s, it became a depor tation holding center for Chinese Mafia thugs; and later it was 
a r ehab center for opium addicts. Today y ou’ll find a mosque, holiday camps, thr ee 
lagoons, bungalows, a cafeteria, a huge playing field, and basketball. It’s much larger than 
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Kusu Island, but not large enough to fill a whole day of sightseeing. Toilets and public 
phones are available.

Ferries leave at regular intervals from the Marina South Pier (& 65/1800-736-8672); 
take the MRT to M arina Bay, then bus no . 402 to the pier . The boat makes a cir cular 
route, landing on both islands. A dult tickets cost S$15 (US$10/£6.75), and tickets for 
children under 12 are S$12 (US$8.05/£5.40). Tip: Pack a lunch and bring drinks, sun-
block, and mosquito repellent. 

PULAU UBIN 
My favorite island getaway has to be U bin. Located off the nor theast tip of S ingapore, 
Pulau Ubin remains the only place in S ingapore where you can find life as it used to be 
before urban dev elopment. Lazy kampong villages pop up alongside trails per fect for a 
little more rugged bicycling. It’s truly a great day trip for those who like to explore nature 
and r ural scener y. R umors hav e it that during the occupation, the J apanese br ought 
soldiers here to be tortured, and so some believe the place is haunted.

At the eastern tip of the island is the Chek Jawa marine reserve with a visitor center 
and a kilometer-long (1/2-mile) boardwalk that loops over the seashore and the mangrove. 
Halfway around there’s a 20m-high (66-ft.) viewing tower that overlooks the tree canopy, 
so look out for bulbul birds, owls, and bats. Come at low tide to get the best view of the 
crabs, starfish, anemones, and sponges that cling to sur vival on the beach. Chek J awa is 
about 40 minutes walk from the jetty, so rent a bicycle or a van to get there.

To get to U bin, take bus no . 2 to Changi Village (or just take a cab—the bus ride is 
long). Walk past the food cour t down to the water and find the ferr y. There’s no ticket 
booth, so you should just approach the captain and buy your ticket from him—it’ll cost 
you about S$2 (US$1.35/90p). The boats leav e r egularly, but only when they ’ve got 
enough passengers to justify a trip , with the last one r eturning from the island as late as 
11pm (make sure you double-check with the ferryman so you don’t get stranded!). If you 
want to avoid a long wait for a boat, peak hours ar e from 7am to 7pm.

Once you’re there, bicycle rental places along the jetty can provide you with bikes and 
island maps at r easonable prices. The new 45-hectare (111-acre) Ketam Mountain Bike 
Park has trails with thr ee levels of difficulty—one that meets international competition 
standards. A fe w coffee shops cook up r udimentary meals, and y ou’ll also find public 
toilets and coin phones in the mor e populated areas.

10  S P O R T S  & R E C R E AT I O N

BEACHES
Besides the beach at East Coast P ark (see “Attractions Outside the Urban Area,” earlier 
in this chapter) and those on S entosa Island (see earlier), y ou can tr y the smaller beach 
at Changi Village, called Changi P oint. From the shor e, you have a panoramic vie w of 
Malaysia, Indonesia, and sev eral smaller islands that belong to S ingapore. The beach is 
calm and fr equented mostly b y locals who set up camps and barbecues to hang out all 
day. There are kayak rentals along the beach, and in Changi Village you’ll find, in addi-
tion to a huge hawker center, quite a few international restaurants and pubs to hang out 
in and have a fresh seafood lunch when y ou get hungry. To get there, take SBS bus no . 
2 from either the Tanah Merah or Bedok MRT stations.

tson 

ater
heng 
hour 

the 
the 

.40/
$16/
$29/

ey’re 
pore 
out-
ok a 
tion 
eets 

pore 

-day 
ws of 

 for 
apes 

bout 

how 
ther 
and. 
and 
nese 

n” in 
rity, 

w of 

back 
the 
was 
hree 
han 



158

S
IN

G
A

P
O

R
E

 A
T

T
R

A
C

T
IO

N
S

7

S
P

O
R

T
S

 &
 R

E
C

R
E

A
T

IO
N

80 R
US$7
7am

Sen
in a
swin
Sera
non
afte
the 
27 
(US$

SC
The
Sou
plai
whe
scub

SE
Rub
tosa
Cha
dep
pho

TE
Qui
play
sons
tenn
hote
with

WA
The
(& 
over
S$3
lic h
Sing
for 

WI
You
Park
the 
887
an h

On Kusu and St. John’s Islands, there are quiet swimming lagoons, a couple of which 
have quite nice views of the city.

BICYCLE RENTAL
Bicycles are not for rent within the city limits, and traffic does not really allow for cycling 
on city streets, so sightseeing by bicycle is not recommended for city touring. If you plan 
a trip out to Sentosa, cycling provides a great alternative to that island’s tram system and 
gets you closer to the parks and nature there. For a little light cycling, most people head 
out to East Coast Park, where rentals are inexpensive, the scenery is nice on cooler days, 
and there are plenty of great stops for eating along the way. One favorite place where the 
locals go for mountain-biking sor ts of adv entures (and to cy cle amid the old kampong 
villages) is Pulau Ubin, off the northeast coast of Singapore.
AT EAST  COAST PARK There are several rental shops for bicy cles and inline skates 
along the East Coast Park; couples and families often hir e tandems, too. Try SDK Rec-
reation (& 65/6445-2969), near M cDonald’s at Carpar k C; open 7 days fr om about 
11am to 8 or 9pm. Rentals are S$4 to S$8 (US$2.70–US$5.35/£1.80–£3.60) per hour, 
depending on the type and quality bike y ou’re looking for . I dentification may be 
requested, or leave a S$50 (US$34/£23) deposit.
ON SENT OSA ISL AND There are several rental places near S iloso Beach off S iloso 
Road, a short walk from Underwater World (see “Sentosa Island,” earlier in this chapter). 
There’s a kiosk at S akae S ushi ( & 65/6271-6385) and another at Costa S ands 
(& 65/6275-2471). Both ar e open 7 days fr om around 10am to 6:30 or 7pm. R ental 
for a standard bicycle is S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25) per hour . A mountain bike goes for S$8 
(US$5.35/£3.60) per hour. Identification is required.
IN PUL AU UBIN  When you get off the ferr y, there are a number of places to r ent 
bikes. The shops are generally open between 8am and 6pm and will charge between S$8 
and S$14 (US$5.35–US$9.40/£3.60–£6.30) per day , depending on which bike y ou 
choose. Most rental agents will hav e a map of the island for y ou—take it. Even though 
it doesn’t look too impressive, it’ll be a great help.

GOLF
Golf is big in S ingapore, and although ther e are quite a fe w clubs, many ar e exclusively 
for members only. However, many places are open for limited play b y nonmembers. All 
will require you bring an international par certificate. Most hotel concierges will be glad 
to make arrangements for you, and this may be the best way to go. Also, it’s really popu-
lar for Singaporeans to go on day trips to M alaysia for the best courses.
Changi Golf Club This 9-hole walking course is par 34, and nonmembers may play 
at this priv ate club only on w eekdays (walk-ins okay , but adv ance booking r ecom-
mended). They may even be able to set y ou up with other play ers. The course opens at 
7:30am. Last tee is 4:30pm.
20 Netheravon Rd. & 65/6545-5133. Greens fees S$45 (US$30/£20); caddy f ees S$10 (US$6.70/£4.50). 
Mon–Fri 7:30am–4:30pm. Closed for maintenance Mon mornings.

Marina Bay Golf Course This 18-hole golf course opened in 2006 and comes with 
a great view of the city skyline. It’s designed to resemble a Scottish links-style course, with 
91 challenging pot bunkers. M arina Bay even offers night golfing fr om Wednesday to 
Friday, with the course entir ely floodlit. The attached driving range is open daily fr om 
7am to 10:15pm. 
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80 R hu Cross, #01-01 & 65/6345-7788. Greens fees Mon–Fri S$80 or S$110 (9 or 18 holes; US$54 or 
US$74/£36 or £50), Sat–Sun S$100 or S$195 (US$67 or US$131/£45 or £88). Sat–Tues 7am–5pm; Wed–Fri 
7am–8:20pm.

Sentosa Golf Club The best idea if you’re traveling with your family and want to get 
in a game, S entosa’s many activities will keep the kids happy while y ou practice y our 
swing guilt-free at one of the club ’s two 18-hole 72-par courses, the Tanjong and the 
Serapong (the home of the S ingapore Open). This private club charges much mor e for 
nonmembers than other courses (and weekend play for nonmembers is restricted to Sun 
afternoon), but both are beautiful championship courses and a r elaxing time away from 
the city. Advance phone bookings are required.
27 Buk it M anis Rd ., S entosa Island . & 65/6275-0022. Greens f ees M on–Fri S$305–S$355  
(US$204–US$238/£137–£160); Sun S$425–S$475 (US$285–US$318/£191–£214). Daily 7am–7pm.

SCUBA DIVING
The locals are crazy about scuba diving but are more likely to travel to Malaysia and other 
Southeast Asian destinations for good under water adventures. The most common com-
plaint is that the water surr ounding S ingapore is r eally silty—sometimes to the point 
where you can bar ely see y our hand befor e your face. S ee chapters 13 thr ough 15 for 
scuba activities in Malaysia.

SEA CANOEING
Rubber sea canoes and one- or two-person kayaks can be r ented at Siloso Beach on Sen-
tosa, the beach at East Coast P ark (near M cDonald’s Carpar k C), and the beach at 
Changi Point. Prices range from S$14 to S$35 (US$9.40–US$23/£6.30–£16) per hour, 
depending on the type of craft you rent. Life jackets are provided. These places don’t have 
phones, so just go to the beach and scout out the r ental places on the sand.

TENNIS
Quite a fe w hotels in the city pr ovide tennis cour ts for guests, many floodlit for night 
play (which allows you to avoid the daytime heat), and ev en a few that can arrange les-
sons, so be sur e to check out the hotel listings in chapter 5. I f your hotel doesn’t have 
tennis facilities, ask y our concierge for help to arrange a game at a facility outside the 
hotel. Many hotels hav e signing agr eements with sister hotel pr operties or special rates 
with independent fitness centers within the city.

WATER-SKIING & WAKEBOARDING
The new hot spot for waterskiing and wakeboar ding is Ski 360° at the East Coast P ark 
(& 65/6442-7318; www.ski360degree.com). Rather than a boat, skiers are pulled by an 
overhead cable like a snow ski lift around the perimeter of the lake. Ski passes range from 
S$32 (US$21/£14) per hour on weekdays to S$42 (US$28/£19) on weekends and pub-
lic holidays. Boat-based skiing is r un b y v arious clubs on S eletar I sland—contact the 
Singapore Waterski and Wakeboard Federation (& 65/6348-9943; www.swwf.org.sg) 
for information on courses and contacts. 

WINDSURFING & SAILING
You’ll find both windsur fing boards and sailboats for r ent at the lagoon in East Coast 
Park, which is where these activities primarily take place. Many require membership, but 
the Mana Mana Beach Club rents out to visitors at 1212 East Coast Pkwy. (& 65/6339-
8878). For S$55 (US$37/£25) an hour, you can rent a Laser, or for S$45 (US$30/£20) 
an hour, you can rent windsurf gear. 
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In Singapore, shopping is a sport, 
and fr om the practiced glide thr ough 
haute coutur e boutiques to skillful back-
alley bargaining, it ’s always ex citing, with 
something to satiate ev ery pr o shopper ’s 
appetite.

The focal point of shopping in S inga-
pore is Orchard Road, a very long stretch 
of glitzy shopping malls packed with  
Western clothing stor es, fr om designer 
apparel to cheap chic, and many other 
mostly imported finds. Singaporeans have 
a lo ve-hate r elationship with O rchard 
Road. As the shopping malls dev eloped, 
they brought hip styles into the r each of 
everyday S ingaporeans, adding a cosmo-
politan sheen to S ingapore style. B ut 
Orchard Road also usher ed in a ne w cul-
ture of obsessive consumerism.

Even to outsiders, O rchard R oad is a 
drug; ho wever, most of the clothing and 
accessories shops sell Western imports, and 
the average visitor will find that the prices 
of Western brand-name fashions ar e only 
slightly less expensiv e than at home, if at 
all. 

Another myth about shopping in Asia is 
that consumer electr onics, cameras, and 

computer har dware and softwar e ar e a 
steal. Although some good bargains can be 
found if y ou hunt w ell, be car eful if the 
offer sounds too good to be tr ue—it usu-
ally is. B y and large, prices her e are com-
parable to those of the West.

For shopping with an Asian flav or, 
there are some ex citing shopping ar eas—
Little I ndia, Arab S treet, and China-
town—where shopping for unusual  
handicrafts is as much a main attraction as 
the sights. Anybody who ’s been ar ound 
Singapore long enough will tell y ou that 
most of the r eally juicy bargains w ent the 
way of the dodo when the huge shopping 
malls came to to wn, but if y ou know the 
value of certain items that you’d like, some 
comparison shopping may save you a little 
money. In this chapter, I’ll give you some 
tips on where to find the better mer chan-
dise, competitiv e prices, and memorable 
shopping experiences.

Take note: I am an expert shopper and 
have shopped just about ev erywhere in 
Singapore. The shops that I hav e singled 
out for this book ar e the best of the best; 
my family and I have purchased goods and 
services from virtually every one of them.

1  S I N G A P O R E  S H O P P I N G : 
T H E  G R O U N D  R U L E S

HOURS Shopping malls are generally open from 10am to 9pm Monday through Sat-
urday, with some stores keeping shorter Sunday hours. The malls sometimes remain open 
until 10pm on holidays. S maller shops ar e open fr om around 10am to 5pm M onday 
through Saturday but are almost always closed on Sunday. Hours will vary from shop to 
shop. Arab Street is closed on Sunday.
PRICES Almost all of the larger stores in shopping malls have fixed prices. Sometimes 
these stores will have seasonal sales, especially from June into July, during the month-long 
Great Singapore Sale, when prices are discounted 50% or 70%. In the smaller shops and 
at street vendors, prices ar e sometimes not mar ked, and v endors will quote y ou higher 
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prices than the going rate in anticipation of the bargaining ritual. These are the places to 
find good prices, if you negotiate well.
BARGAINING In Singapore, not all shops fix prices on mer chandise, and even many 
that display price tags ar e open to negotiation. F or outsiders who ar e unaccustomed to 
this tradition, bargaining can be embarrassing and fr ustrating at first—especially for 
those who are used to accepting fixed prices without an argument. But with a little prac-
tice, soon you’ll be bargaining with the best of ’em.

The most important tip for successful bargaining is to first hav e an idea of the v alue 
of what y ou’re buying. This can be difficult for unusual items, but a little comparison 
shopping may help you out. By comparison shopping, I mean look at prices for the same 
item here in S ingapore. Many foreigners overpay because they consider what the same 
item might cost back home, which naturally will be far mor e expensive than in S inga-
pore.

When bargaining it’s important to keep a friendly, good-natured banter between you 
and the seller. In local terms, it’s called, “showing face.” Keep it friendly and respectful.

A simple “How much?” is the place to star t, to which they ’ll reply with their highest 
price. Tell them you’re willing to pay half that amount and go from there. When buying 
more than one item, ask for a discount. If you’ve seen it cheaper elsewhere, tell them. Or 
you can pull the old “B ut I only have $20” ploy. (Just make sure you don’t turn around 
and ask them to change a $50!) Try anything, even if it’s just a wink and a little “D on’t 
you have any special discounts for ladies shopping on Wednesdays?”

Some people have said that once you start the bargaining ritual, it’s rude to walk away 
and not purchase the item. Well, I see it this way: I t’s my money, and if I still don ’t feel 
comfortable shelling it out, then I won’t do it under any feeling of obligation. (However, 
if you’ve spent hours negotiating o ver a high-priced item, and the o wner agrees to your 
offer, it will be consider ed harsh to walk away after going thr ough all that tr ouble.) 
Besides, your final bargaining strategy is to just politely say , “No, thank you” and walk 
away. You’ll be surprised at ho w fast prices can come do wn as y ou’re walking out the 
door.
GLOBAL REFUND SCHEME When you shop in stores that display the blue “Tax Free 
Shopping” logo, the go vernment will refund the 7% goods and ser vices tax (GST) you 
pay on purchases totaling S$100 (US$67/£45) or more, if you are leaving Singapore via 
air trav el. A t the point of pur chase, the sales cler k will fill out a Tax F ree S hopping 
Cheque, which you retain with your receipt. 

When you leave Singapore, present your checks at Customs along with your passport 
and let them see the goods y ou’ve purchased to show that you’re taking them out of the 
country with you. Customs will stamp the forms, which y ou then present at any of the 
Global Refund Counters in the airport for an on-the-spot cash refund (in Singapore dol-
lars), a check, a dir ect transfer of the amount to y our credit card account, or an airpor t 
shopping v oucher. F or complete details, call the G lobal R efund Scheme hot line at 
& 65/6225-6238; www.globalrefund.com.

Another company , P remier Tax F ree (www .premiertaxfree.com), also offers GST 
refunds with kiosks at the airpor t.
CLOTHING SIZES Those of you used to shopping in big-and-tall stores will unfortu-
nately find little r eady-to-wear clothing in S ingapore that ’ll fit y ou—but that doesn ’t 
mean you can’t take advantage of the many ex cellent tailors around town. Shopping for 
ready-made clothing in standard sizes can be confusing, because clothing made in Singa-
pore is generally for export and everything else is imported from outside. This means that 
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Urban Singapore Shopping

See "Orchard Road
Area Shopping" map
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clothing in local shops can reflect American, British, or Continental sizes, depending on 
which country it came fr om or was intended for . The chart below may help y ou figure 
out your size, but really the only way to be sur e it’s your size is to try it on.

Ladies’ Dress Sizes

U.S. 8 10 12 14 16 18
U.K. 30 32 34 36 38 40
Continental 36 38 40 42 44 46

Ladies’ Shoes

U.S. 5 51/2 6 61/2 7 71/2 8 81/2 9
U.K. 3 1/2 4 41/2 5 51/2 6 61/2 7 71/2

Continental 35 35 36 37 38 38 38 39 40

Men’s Suits

U.S. & U.K. 34 36 38 40 42 44 46 48
Continental 44 46 48 50 52 54 56 58

Men’s Shirts

U.S. & U.K. 14 141/2 15 151/2 16 161/2 17 171/2

Continental 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43

Men’s Shoes

U.S. 7 71/2 8 81/2 9 91/2 10 101/2 11 111/2

U.K. 6 1/2 7 71/2 8 81/2 9 91/2 10 101/2 11
Continental 39 40 41 42 43 43 44 44 45 45

Children’s Clothes

U.S. 2 4 6 8 10 13 15
U.K. 1 2 5 7 9 10 12
Continental 1 2 5 7 9 10 12

2  T H E  S H O P P I N G  S C E N E ,  PA R T  1: 
W E S T E R N - S T Y L E  M A L L S

The newest and grandest shopping mall in Singapore is VivoCity (1 HarbourFront Walk; 
& 65/6377-6860). Opened in November 2006, it’s Singapore’s biggest shopping mall, 
with 300 retailers, plus dining, entertainment, and even a rooftop sun deck with a band-
shell and kiddie wading pool. I t’s conveniently built on top of the H arbourFront MRT 
station.

The excitement over VivoCity will soon be replaced by ION Orchard, which is slated 
to open b y 2010. A co veted location at the corner of O rchard and P atterson roads, a 
central MRT station below, and a tower of super-luxury residences above, this high-end 
shopping mall is slated to be the be-all and end-all of the S ingapore shopping scene. 
Another hot mall, 313@Somerset, is also scheduled to open along Orchard Road at the 
Somerset MRT station around the same time.
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ORCHARD ROAD AREA
The malls on O rchard R oad ar e a tourist attraction in their o wn right, with smaller 
boutiques and specialty shops intermingled with huge depar tment stores. Takashimaya 
and Isetan have been imported from Japan. John Little is the oldest department store in 
Singapore, followed by Robinson’s. Tangs is significant, having grown from a cartful of 
merchandise nurtured by the business savvy of local entrepreneur C. K. Tang. Boutiques 
range from the younger styles of Topshop and Miss Selfridge to the sophisticated fashions 
of Chanel and Salvatore Ferragamo. You’ll also find antiques, oriental carpets, ar t galler-
ies and curio shops, HMV music stor es, Kinokuniya and Bor ders bookstor es, video 
arcades, and scores of restaurants, local food courts, fast-food joints, and coffeehouses—
even a few bars, which open in the evenings (see chapter 9). It’s hard to say when Orchard 
Road is not cr owded, but it ’s definitely a mob scene on w eekends, when folks hav e the 
free time to come and hang ar ound, looking for fun.
Centrepoint Centrepoint is home to R obinson’s depar tment stor e, which first 
opened in S ingapore in 1858. H ere you’ll find about 150 other shops, plus fast-food 
outlets and a Times bookstore. 176 Orchard Rd. & 65/6235-6629.

Far East Plaza  At this cr owded mall, the bustle of little shops will sell ev erything 
from CDs to punk fashions, luggage to camera equipment, ey ewear to souvenirs. Mind 
yourself her e: M ost of these shops do not display prices, but rather gauge the price 
depending on ho w w ealthy the customer appears. I f y ou must shop her e, use y our 
shrewdest bargaining powers. It may pay off to w ear an outfit that has seen better days. 
14 Scotts Rd. & 65/6235-2411.

The Heeren Thanks to the opening of a S ingapore branch of B ritain’s HMV music 
stores, the Heeren is the big hangout for teens. The front entrance of the mall hums with 
towers of video monitors flashing and blaring the latest in American and B ritish chart 
toppers. There is also a nice pub on a balcony o verlooking the busy intersection. 260 
Orchard Rd. & 65/6733-4725.

Hilton Shopping Gallery The shopping arcade is the most ex clusive in Singapore. 
Gucci, D onna Karan, M issoni, and Louis Vuitton ar e just a fe w of the international 
design houses that have made this their Singapore home. 581 Orchard Rd. & 65/6737-2233.

Lucky Plaza  The map of this place will take hours to decipher , as mor e than 400 
stores are here. It’s basically known for sportswear, camera equipment, watches, and lug-
gage. If you buy electronics, please make sure you get an international warranty with your 
purchase. Also, like Far East Plaza, Lucky Plaza is a notorious rip-off problem for travel-
ers. Make sure you come here prepared to fend off slick sales techniques. It may also help 
to take the go vernment’s advice and av oid touts and offers that sound too good to be 
true. 304 Orchard Rd. & 65/6235-3294.

Ngee Ann City/Takashimaya Shopping Centre Takashimaya, a major Japanese 
department store import, anchors Ngee Ann City’s many smaller boutiques. Alfred Dun-
hill, Chanel, Coach, Tiffany & Co ., R oyal Copenhagen, Waterford, and Wedgwood 
boutiques are found here, along with many other local and international fashion shops. 
391 Orchard Rd. & 65/6738-2411.

Palais Renaissance Shops here include upmarket boutiques like Prada, Versus, and 
DKNY. 390 Orchard Rd. & 65/6737-1520.

Paragon Another upmarket shopping mall, with tenants including D iesel, Emanuel 
Ungaro, Escada, and Ferragamo. 290 Orchard Rd. & 65/6737-6993.
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Shaw House The main floors of Shaw House are taken up by Isetan, a large Japanese 
department store with designer boutiques for men ’s and women ’s fashions, accessories, 
and cosmetics. On the fifth level, the Lido Theatre screens new releases from Hollywood 
and around the world. 350 Orchard Rd. & 65/6735-4225.

Tanglin Mall  A Mecca for expatriates, this mall has charming boutiques filled with 
regional handicrafts for the home and inter esting Southeast Asian ethnic-inspir ed fash-
ions. 163 Tanglin Rd. & 65/6736-4922.

Tanglin Shopping C entre  Tanglin Shopping Centre is unique and fun. You 
won’t find many clothing stores here, but you’ll find shop after shop selling antiques, art, 
and collectibles—from curios to carpets. 19 Tanglin Rd. & 65/6373-0849.

Tangs Once upon a time, C. K. Tang peddled goods from an old cart in the streets of 
Singapore. An industrious fellow, he parlayed his business into a small department store. 
A hit from the start, Tangs has grown exponentially over the decades and now competes 
with the other international megastores that have moved in. But Tang’s is truly Singapor-
ean, and its history is a local legend. 320 Orchard Rd. & 65/6737-5500.

Wisma Atria Wisma Atria caters to the younger set. Here you’ll find everything from 
Gap to N ine West mix ed in with numer ous ey ewear, cosmetics, and high- and lo w-
fashion boutiques. 435 Orchard Rd. & 65/6235-2103.

MARINA BAY
The Marina Bay area arose from a plot of reclaimed land and now boasts the giant Sun-
tec Singapore convention center and all the hotels, r estaurants, and shopping malls that 
support it. Shopping here is convenient, with the major malls and hotels interconnected 
by covered walkways and pedestrian bridges, making it easy to get ar ound with minimal 
exposure to the elements. I t’s also connected to Raffles City S hopping Centr e b y an 
underground shopping mall, the City Link Mall (& 65/6339-9913). 
Marina Square Marina Square is a huge complex that, in addition to a wide v ariety 
of shops, has a cinema, fast-food outlets and cafes, pharmacies, and conv enience stores. 
6 Raffles Blvd. & 65/6335-2613.
Millenia Walk Smaller than Marina Square, Millenia Walk has more upmarket bou-
tiques, like F endi, Guess?, and Liz Claiborne, to name a fe w. 9 Raffles Blvd. & 65/6883-
1122.

Suntec City Mall Tons of shops selling fashion, sports equipment, books, CDs, plus 
restaurants and food cour ts, and a cinema adjacent to the S untec convention center. 3 
Temasek Blvd. & 65/6825-2667.

AROUND THE CITY CENTER
Although the Historic District doesn’t have as many malls as the O rchard Road area, it 
still has some good shopping. Raffles City S hopping Centre can be overwhelming in its 
size but is conv enient because it sits right atop the City H all MRT stop. One of my 
favorite places to go, ho wever, is the v ery upmar ket Raffles H otel S hopping Ar cade, 
where you can enhance your post-shopping high with a S ingapore Sling.
Parco Bugis Junc tion Here you’ll find a fe w restaurants—fast food and fine din-
ing—mixed in with clothing retailers, most of which sell fun fashions for younger tastes. 
230 Victoria St. & 65/6557-6557.
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Raffles City Shopping Centre Raffles City sits right on top of the City Hall MRT 
station, which makes it a v ery w ell-visited mall. M en’s and women ’s fashions, books, 
cosmetics, and accessories ar e sold in shops her e, along with gifts. 252 North Bridge Rd . 

& 65/6338-7766.

Raffles Hotel Shopping A rcade These shops ar e mostly haute coutur e; however, 
there is the Raffles H otel gift shop for inter esting souvenirs. For golfers, ther e’s a J ack 
Nicklaus signature store. 328 North Bridge Rd. & 65/6337-1886.

3  T H E  S H O P P I N G  S C E N E ,  PA R T  2: 
M U LT I C U LT U R A L  S H O P P I N G

The most exciting shopping can be found within the ethnic enclaves throughout the city. 
Down narrow streets, bargains are to be had on all sorts of unusual items. If you’re stuck 
for a gift idea, r ead on. Chances ar e, I’ll mention something for ev en the most difficult 
person on your list.

CHINATOWN
For Chinese goods, nothing beats Yue Hwa  , 70 E u Tong Sen St. (& 65/6538-
4222), a fiv e-story Chinese emporium that ’s an attraction in its o wn right. The superb 
inventory includes all manner of silk w ear (robes, underwear, blouses), embroidery and 
house linens, bolt silks, tailoring ser vices (for per fect mandarin dr esses), cloisonné 
(enamel work) jewelry and gifts, pottery, musical instruments, traditional Chinese cloth-
ing for men and women (fr om scholars’ robes to coolie duds), jade and gold, cashmer e, 
art supplies, herbs—I could go on and on. P rices are terrific. P lan to spend some time 
here.

For one-stop souvenir shopping, you can tick off half y our list at Chinatown Point, 
aka the Singapore H andicraft Center , 133 N ew B ridge Rd. ( & 6534-0112), with 
dozens of small shops that sell mainly Chinese handicraft items fr om car ved jade to 
imported Chinese classical instr uments and lacquer ware. The best gifts ther e include 
hand-carved chops (Chinese seals), with a fe w shops offering good selections of car ved 
stone, wood, bone, glass, and iv ory chops r eady to be car ved to y our specifications. 
Simple designs are affordable, although some of the mor e elaborate chops and car vings 
fetch a handsome sum. You can also commission a personaliz ed Chinese scroll painting 
or calligraphy piece.

In the heart of Chinatown, Pagoda and Trengganu streets are closed to vehicular traf-
fic and host a vibrant Chinatown Street Market (open daily about 11am–11pm), where 
you can find a wide variety of Chinese silk robes, Indonesian batik souvenirs, Vietnamese 
lacquerware, Thai silk home linens, and S ingaporean souvenirs—the list goes on. I’ ve 
found the prices her e to be inflated. I f you’re on a shoestring budget, find similar items 
at the market at the corner of Trengganu and Sago Streets, called Chinatown Complex, 
where you may find it easier to bargain.  

My all-time favorite gift idea? Spend an afternoon learning the traditional Chinese tea 
ceremony at the Tea Chapter, 9–11 N eil Rd. ( & 65/6226-1175), and pick up a tea 
set—they have a lovely selection of tea pots, cups, and accessories, as w ell as quality teas 
for sale. When you return home, y ou’ll be r eady to giv e a fabulous gift—not just a tea 
set, but y our own cultural per formance as w ell. Another neat place to visit is Kwong 
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Chen Beverage Trading, 16 S mith St. (& 65/6223-6927), for some Chinese teas in 
handsome tins. Although the teas ar e really inexpensive, they’re packed in lo vely tins—
great to buy lots to bring back as smaller gifts. For serious tea aficionados or those curious 
about Traditional Chinese M edicine (TCM), stop b y Eu Yan Sang, 269 S outh Bridge 
Rd. (& 65/6223-6333; www.euyansang.com.sg), where they hav e stocks of v ery fine 
(and expensiv e) teas, plus herbal r emedies for health. F or something a little mor e 
unusual, check out Siong Moh Paper Products, 39 M osque St. (& 65/6224-3125), 
which carries a full line of ceremonial items. Pick up some joss sticks (temple incense) or 
joss paper (books of thin sheets of paper , stamped in r eds and yellows with bits of gold 
and silver leaf ). Definitely a conversation piece, as is the hell money, stacks of false paper 
notes that believers burn at the temple for their ancestors to use for cash in the afterlife. 
Perfect for that friend who has ev erything. Also, if y ou duck o ver to Sago Lane  while 
you’re in the neighborhood, ther e are a fe w souvenir shops that sell Chinese kites and 
Cantonese Opera masks—cool for kids.

ARAB STREET
On Arab S treet, shop for handicrafts fr om Malaysia and I ndonesia. I go for sar ongs at 
Hadjee Textiles, 75 Arab S t. (& 65/6298-1943), for their stacks of folded sar ongs in 
beautiful colors and traditional patterns. They’re per fect for trav eling, as they ’re light-
weight, but can serve you well as a dressy skirt, bed sheet, beach blanket, window shade, 
bath towel, or whatever you need—when I’m on the road, I can’t live without mine. Buy 
a few here and the prices r eally drop. For modern styles of batik, check out Basharahil 
Brothers, 101 Arab St. (& 65/6296-0432), for their very interesting designs, but don’t 
forget to see their collection of fine silk batiks in the back. F or batik household linens, 
you can’t beat Maruti Textiles, 93 Arab St. (& 65/6392-0253), where you’ll find high-
quality placemats and napkins, tablecloths, pillo w covers, and quilts fr om India. The 
buyer for this shop has a good ey e for style.

I’ve also found a few shops in the area that carry handicrafts from Southeast Asia. For 
antiques and curios, try Gim Joo Trading, 16 Baghdad St. (& 65/6293-5638), a jumble 
of the unusual, some of it old. A lo vely antiques shop, Melor’s Curios, 39 Bussorah St. 
(& 65/6292-3934), is almost a mini-museum of furnishings, home fixtur es, and objets 
d’art that will fill any S ingaporean with nostalgia.

Other unique treasures include the large assortment of fragrance oils at Jamal Kazura 
Aromatics, 21 Bussorah St. (& 65/6293-3320). Muslims are forbidden from consum-
ing alcohol in any form (a pr oscription that includes the w earing of alcohol-based per-
fumes as well), so these oil-based perfumes re-create designer scents plus other floral and 
heady creations. Check out their delicate cut-glass bottles and atomiz ers as well. Finally, 
for the crafter in y our life, Kin Lee & Co.,  109 Arab S t. (& 65/6291-1411), carries a 
complete line of patterns and accessories to make local P eranakan beaded slippers. I n 
vivid colors and floral designs, these traditional slippers were always made by hand, to be 
attached later to a wooden sole. The finished v ersions are exquisite, plus they ’re fun to 
make.

LITTLE INDIA
I have a ball shopping the crowded streets of Little India. The best shopping is on Seran-
goon Road, where Singapore’s Indian community heads for Indian imports and cultural 
items. The absolute best place to star t is Mustafa Centre , 320 Serangoon Rd./145 
Syed Alwi Rd., at the corner of Serangoon and Syed Alwi roads (& 65/6295-5855), but 
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be warned, you can spend the whole day there—and night, too, because Mustafa’s is open 
24 hours every day. This maze of a depar tment store fills 2 city blocks full of impor ted 
items from India. Granted, much of it is everyday stuff, but the real finds are rows of saris 
and silk fabrics; two floors of jaw-dr opping gold je welry in I ndian designs; an entir e 
supermarket packed with spices and packets of instant curries; r eady-made Indian-style 
tie-dye and embr oidered casual w ear; incense and per fume oils; cotton tapestries and 
textiles for the home—the list goes on. And prices can ’t be beat, seriously.

Little India offers all sor ts of small finds, especially thr oughout Little India Arcade 
(48 Serangoon Rd.) and just across the street on Campbell Lane at Kuna’s, 3 Campbell 
Lane (& 65/6294-2700). Here you can buy inexpensiv e Indian costume je welry like 
bangles, earrings, and necklaces in ex otic designs and a wide assor tment of decorativ e 
dots (called pottu in Tamil) to grace your forehead. Indian handicrafts include brass work, 
woodcarvings, dyed tapestries, wo ven cotton household linens, small curio items, v ery 
inexpensive incense, colorful pictures of Hindu gods, and other cer emonial items. Look 
here also for Indian cooking pots and household items.

Across the str eet fr om Little I ndia Ar cade, Tekka Centre is being r enovated. This 
popular market carried stall after stall of inexpensive salwar kameez, or Punjabi suits, the 
three-piece outfits—long tunic o ver pants, with matching shawl—worn b y nor thern 
Indian ladies, plus lots of cheap Indian-made prêt-a-port. They’ve all put up in a tempo-
rary location along Race Course Road, not far from Tekka Centre.

Punjab Bazaar, #01–07 Little India Arcade, 48 Serangoon Rd. (& 65/6296-0067), 
carries a more upmarket choice of salwar kameez, in many styles and fabrics. I f nothing 
strikes your fancy at P unjab Bazaar, try Roopalee Fashions, a little far ther down at 88 
Serangoon Rd. (& 65/6298-0558). Both shops carry sandals, bags, and other accessories 
to complement your new outfit.

4  B E S T  B U YS  A  TO  Z

ANTIQUES A 5-minute walk north of Orchard Road is the mellow Tanglin Shopping 
Centre (Tanglin Rd.), whose quiet halls ar e just packed with little antiques boutiques. 
Tanglin is a quiet place, which adds to the museum feel as you stroll past window displays 
of paintings, tapestries, and curios made of jade or brass—all kinds of quality collectibles 
and gifts. A couple of good shops to visit ar e Antiques of the O rient, #02–40 Tanglin 
Shopping Centre (& 65/6734-9351), selling old prints and maps, and Aspara, #02–30 
Tanglin Shopping Centre (& 65/6735-5018), with an interesting collection of Chinese 
and Burmese antiques. There are many more—this is a place to r eally explore.

If you continue along Tanglin Road, you’ll find Tudor Court, with a few more inter-
esting shops inside, including Antiquity Hands of the H ills (& 65/6735-5332), with 
textiles, jewelry, and curio items from Tibet.

To get an ey eful of some local furnishings in antique I ndonesian, Chinese, and P er-
anakan styles, take a taxi out to Dempsey Road and stroll amid the many war ehouses. 
Inside each ar e dealers like the Shang Antique, full of  Chinese antiques and B urmese 
teak, at Blk. 16, #01–04/05 Dempsey Rd. (& 65/6388-8838); and the Renaissance Art 
Gallery, with displays of Chinese figurines, Southeast Asian Buddha images, and chests, 
at B lk. 15, #01–06 D empsey Rd. ( & 65/6474-0338). There ar e more than a doz en 
places here, each specializing in differ ent wares. Some have large furnitur e pieces, fr om 
carved teak I ndonesian-style reproduction furniture to authentic pieces fr om mainland 
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China. Some have smaller collectible items, like carved scale weights from the old opium 
trade or collections of Buddha images. Oriental carpet shops are also mixed in. The stores 
on Dempsey Road are all open daily fr om around 11am to 6:30pm, though they close 
for a short lunch break at midday. As with all of the antiques shops in S ingapore, they’ll 
help you locate a reliable shipper to send your purchases home.
ASIAN FASHION You can find cheongsam, those cute little sleev eless shifts with the 
Mandarin collars and fr og closures, in r eady-made polyester styles at souv enir shops all 
over Chinatown. When you’re ready to get serious, go to Yue Hwa, 70 Eu Tong Sen St. 
(& 65/6538-4222), where they hire expert cheongsam tailors from Hong Kong who fit 
the dress perfectly to y our body, help y ou select y our fabric fr om a wide range of pur e 
Chinese silks, and choose y our o wn pr eferred style. E xpect to dr op about S$450 
(US$302/£203) for a full-length cheongsam, a small price to pay for a dr op-dead sexy, 
one-of-a-kind formal dress.

If Bollywood blockbusters make you drool, you’ll die for Stylemart, 149–151 Selegie 
Rd. (& 65/6338-2073). Specializing in tailor ed Indian formalwear, they hav e rows of 
Indian-style brocade silks that are simply edible and an enormous collection of breathtak-
ingly ex otic beaded silks to make y our ey es twinkle. They will fashion anything y ou 
want—traditional or modern dresses, gowns, and pantsuits. A simple formal go wn with 
shawl in silk brocade will start at S$500 (US$335/£225). Pay more for beaded styles. It’s 
worth it.

A couple of boutiques ar e making modern fashions with quir ky traditional twists. 
Shanghai Tang, at Takashimaya Shopping Centre, Ngee Ann City , 391 O rchard Rd., 
#02-12G ( & 65/6737-3537), sells whimsical interpr etations of traditional Chinese 
clothing, in campy color ed luxurious silk. Mumbai Sé, Palais Renaissance #01-00, 390 
Orchard Rd. (& 65/6733-7188), carries a wide selection of casual- and formalwear from 
India’s hottest young fashion designers, most of whom use I ndian textiles that are to die 
for. 

The true authentic Singaporean style is that of the Nonyas, Peranakan ladies who wear 
the traditional sarong kebaya.  These ladies pair fine sar ongs with delicate lace blouses 
(kebaya) closed with silver or gold brooches and accessorized with beaded slippers and a 
bag. Still today you will see Singaporean ladies don sarong kebaya for weddings and spe-
cial parties. If you’d like to outfit y ourself in one, the place to go is Rumah Bebe (113 
East Coast Rd.; & 65/6247-8781), located in Katong, the hear t of Peranakan culture. 
Proprietress Bebe Seet is a local sarong kebaya  expert. Her shop sells fine batiks (much 
nicer than the ordinary ones on Arab S t.), and matching blouses. S he also specializes in 
beaded slippers, teaching classes out of the back of her shop . 
ELECTRONICS At  Funan D igitalife M all, 109 N orth B ridge Rd. ( & 65/6336-
8327), you can find computers and accessories—there are many, many shops, each with 
special offers and deals, so compare when you shop. At Sim Lim Square, 1 Rochor Canal 
Rd. (& 65/6332-5839), you can find not only computers, but office and home electron-
ics as well. Bargain hard here—prices are not marked.

If you’re in the mar ket for photographic equipment, the best place to go is Cathay 
Photo, #01–05, #01–07/08, #01–11/14 Peninsula Plaza, 111 North Bridge Rd. (& 65/
6337-4274).
FABRICS Exquisite fabrics like Chinese silk, Thai silk, batiks, and inexpensiv e ging-
ham ar e v ery affordable and the selections ar e extensiv e. Most fabrics ar e sold b y the 
meter and there is no standard width, so make sure you inquire when you’re purchasing 
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off the bolt. B e sure to check out Arab Street. I adore the selection of silks fr om India, 
Thailand, Japan, and Europe at Poppy Fabric, 111 Arab S t. (& 65/6296-6352). Buy 
modern batik fabrics at Basharahil Bros., 101 Arab St. (& 65/6296-0432), and be sure 
to take a peek at their batik silks in the back—just gorgeous!

For other finds, a fe w shops along S erangoon Road in Little I ndia have some fine 
Indian silks. The largest selection is at Mustafa Centre, 320 S erangoon Rd. ( & 65/
6295-5855).
FINE ART Singaporean interest in art has created a market far beyond its shores. The 
island is now a center for trading fine pieces between East and West, so you’ll find qual-
ity contemporary works from the most celebrated new artists from Southeast Asia, South 
Asia, and East Asia.

Six galleries ar e packed into the Artrium@MICA ( The M inistry of I nformation, 
Communications, and The Arts), 140 Hill St., including Gajah Gallery, with r egional 
fine arts (& 65/6737-4202), and Soobin Gallery (& 65/6837-2777).

Artfolio’s exhibits at #02–12 Raffles Hotel Arcade, 328 North Bridge Rd. ( & 65/
6334-4677), always make me wish I were rich enough to collect. If you’re in the market 
for fine arts from the mainland (China, that is), this is the place to look.

Tanglin Shopping Centre also has a ton of art galleries. For contemporary Southeast 
Asian art, visit Hakaren Art Gallery, #02–43 Tanglin Shopping Centre (& 65/6733-
3382). Kwan Hua Art Gallery, #02–65 Tanglin Shopping Centre (& 65/6735-5663), 
carries a collection of Chinese br ush paintings and oils.
JEWELRY Jewelry can be a bargain. G old, which is sold at the day ’s rate, is fashioned 
into modern Western styles and into styles that suit Chinese and I ndian tastes. Note: 
Chinese and Indian jewelers work with only 18-karat quality and above, usually 22- and 
24-karat designs—Chinese gold tends to be bright y ellow, while Indian gold has a r ed-
dish hue to it. Loose stones, either pr ecious or semipr ecious, ar e abundant in many 
reputable shops and can be set for y ou.

For contemporary upmarket jewels and settings, the most trusted dealer in Singapore 
is Larry Jewelry, #01-12 Paragon S hopping Centr e, 290 O rchard Rd. ( & 65/6732-
3222), but be prepared to drop some serious coin.

Peek in the windo w displays of the gold shops along S erangoon Road, and you’ll see 
all kinds of Indian-style gold necklaces and bangles. Each Indian ethnic group has its own 
traditional patterns, all of them featuring intricate filigr ee. The selection at Mustafa 
Centre, 320 S erangoon Rd. ( & 65/6295-5855), is absolutely mind-blo wing. I can ’t 
imagine the staggering v alue of all their mer chandise. Don’t forget ther e are two lev els 
here; the best stuff is downstairs.

For Chinese jade, try Yue Hwa, 70 Eu Tong Sen St. (& 65/6538-4222). Jade is tough 
for Westerners to buy, because it’s hard to discern a good piece from a bad one. Yue Hwa 
has fixed prices, but the quality is always dependable.

A unique gift or souvenir, a gold-plated orchid is something you don’t find every day. 
The process was developed in the 1970s and is ex clusive to Singapore. Different orchid 
species make up brooches, earrings, and pendants at local jewelry designer RISIS, Singa-
pore Botanic Gardens, 1 Cluny Rd. (& 65/6475-5014), with additional outlets at #01-
064 Suntec City M all, 3 Temasek Blvd. (& 65/6338-8250), and #01-40 Centr epoint 
Shopping Centre, Orchard Road (& 65/6235-0988).
MEN’S TAILORING There are some fine men’s tailors for suits and slacks made to fit, 
but beware touts along O rchard Road. If you can get a cheap price, chances ar e, you’re 
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getting a cheap suit. Justmen’s, 19 Tanglin Rd., #01–36/39 Tanglin Shopping Centre 
(& 65/6737-4800), is an institution within the expatriate community her e. They are 
well versed in curr ent fashions, carr y the best selection of fine fabrics, and can fit y our 
measurements perfectly—this will probably be one of the best suits you’ve ever had. The 
prices are a steal, starting from S$700 (US$469/£315) for a two-piece suit. 
ORIENTAL CARPETS Once you’ve walked on a hand-knotted Nain in your bare feet, 
trailed your fingers along the pile of an antique Heriz, or admired the sensuous colors of 
a Tabriz, you’ll nev er look at br oadloom again with the same forbearance. I f luxur y 
Oriental carpets seem too expensiv e for your pocketbook, Singapore prices will surprise 
you.

Hassan’s C arpets, #03–01/06 Tanglin S hopping Centr e ( & 65/6737-5626), has 
been a fixtur e in S ingapore for generations. P roprietor S uliman H amid is the local 
authority on carpets, having advised on and supplied the carpets for the r estoration of 
Raffles Hotel. He and his staff kno w the backgr ound of ev ery rug and hav e wonderful 
stories to tell. They forego the har d sales pitch for mor e civiliz ed discourse on carpet 
appreciation. It’s an afternoon w ell spent. Carpets can be shipped home for y ou, with 
smaller rugs wrapped small enough to hand-carr y onboard a plane.

If you still want to see more carpets, you can take a taxi out to Dempsey Road, where 
you’ll find a few warehouses filled with stock.
PEWTER Royal S elangor, the famous M alaysian pe wter manufactur er since 1885, 
rode high on the M alaysian tin business at the turn of the 20th centur y, pewter being a 
tin alloy. This firm is based in K uala Lumpur and has eight showrooms in Singapore. If 
you’re really into pewter, you can visit the Royal Selangor Pewter Centre, 3A River Valley 
Rd., 01–01 Clar ke Q uay (& 65/6268-9600; www.royalselangor.com.sg), wher e they 
have an exhibit of the histor y of pewter works in the r egion, with pewtersmith demon-
strations daily from 9am to 9pm for S$2 (US$1.35/90p) entr y. For S$30 (US$20/£14), 
you can sign up for a half-hour hands-on pe wtersmith workshop. I f you just want to 
shop, you can also stop in at their sho wrooms at #03–24 Raffles City S hopping Centre 
(& 65/6339-3958); #02–40 P aragon, 290 O rchard Rd. ( & 65/6235-6633); and 
#02–127 Marina Square (& 65/6339-3115).
POTTERY Antique por celain items can be found in the many small shops along 
Pagoda and Trenagganu streets in Chinatown. But the ultimate in potter y shopping is a 
place the locals refer to as the “pottery jungle.” Thow Kwang Industry Pte. Ltd. is a taxi 
ride away at 85 Lorong Tawas off Jalan Bahar (& 65/6265-5808). This backwoods place 
has row after r ow of pots, lamps, umbr ella stands—you name it. There’s even a r oom 
with antique pieces.
SHOES You can seriously go nuts o ver cheap shoes her e. We’re talking prices fr om 
S$9.90 to S$39 (US$6.65–US$26/£4.45–£18) for cute little sandals, dr essy shoes, and 
work pumps. Granted, they’re not Ferragamo, but at these prices, you can literally buy a 
pair of shoes to match ev ery outfit in your closet. Unfortunately, if you’re bigger than a 
U.S. size 8, finding your size will be tough. Otherwise, my two favorite places for shoes 
on the cheap-cheap ar e the shoe depar tments at Seiyu, Parco Bugis Junction (& 65/
6563-1106), and OG, Orchard Point (& 65/6317-2222).
SOUTHEAST ASIAN HANDICRAFTS At  Lim’s, 211 Holland Ave., #02–01 Holland 
Road Shopping Centre (& 65/6467-1300), and #02–154/155 VivoCity (& 65/6376-
9468), y ou’ll find items for the home fr om all o ver S outheast Asia; think P ier O ne 
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Imports, only cheaper . Vietnamese lacquer ware and handbags, I ndonesian teakwood 
carvings and batik linens, Thai silk pillow covers and tableware, Chinese pottery and arts, 
the list goes on and on. P rices are very reasonable, and the mer chandise is all of good 
quality.

I’m a big fan of local clothing designer P eter Hoe’s boutique, Olathe, at 30 Victoria 
St., #01–05 CHIJMES (& 65/6339-6880). This Malaysian fabric and clothing designer 
fashions very handsome individual fabric patterns pieced together in styles to suit West-
ern wardrobes.



Singapore After Dark
9

Cosmopolitan Singapor e has a  
small but w ell-developed nightlife, with a 
clubbing scene that has earned interna-
tional attention and a burgeoning ar ts 
scene that delights audiences nightly with 
world-class music and theater per for-
mances, insightful local and cultural pr o-
ductions, and gritty fringe sho ws. After a 
full day of sightseeing, make sure you save 
some energy for nightlife, which is a win-
dow into a different side of life in the Lion 
City.

As y ou plan y our trip , be sur e to log 
onto the Singapore Tourism Board’s site, 
at www .visitsingapore.com, to find out 
about wor thwhile ev ents that may coin-
cide with y our visit. A fe w of the most 
notable ar e the Mosaic M usic F estival 
(www.mosaicmusicfestival.com), held for 
2 weeks every March and featuring inter-
national and local musical per formers 
from a range of genr es; The Singapore 
International F ilm F estival (www .film
fest.org.sg), 2 w eeks of international ar t-
house films with an emphasis on the best 
releases fr om Asian dir ectors, held ev ery 
April; The Singapore Arts Festival (www.

singaporeartsfest.com), ev ery M ay into  
June, a month-long extrav aganza of  
delightful international per formances at 
various venues city wide; BayBeats (www.
baybeats.com.sg), an outdoor rock festival 
featuring the best local alternativ e bands, 
with international indie r ock guests; and 
the Singapore S un Festival (www.singa-
poresunfestival.com), held ev ery October, 
packed with events that pay homage to the 
finer things in life, from cuisine to lifestyle 
and culture.

Performances can range from highbrow 
orchestral productions at the city ’s exqui-
site Esplanade-Theatr es on the B ay con-
cert hall to informal talks about local ar ts 
at home-grown cultural centers. The offer-
ings presented in this guide will give you a 
terrific star ting point to explor e those 
events that interest you most.

If par tying is y our thing, S ingapore’s 
nightclub scene has a diverse range of pos-
sibilities, from intimate music bars to sea-
side chill-out cafes or glamor ous clubs. 
The venues in this guide have been selected 
to pr ovide something for ev eryone and 
every mood.

1  T I P S  O N  S I N G A P O R E  N I G H T L I F E

INFORMATION Major cultural festivals are highly publicized by the Singapore Tour-
ism Board (STB), who will give you complete details at their Visitors Centres (see p. 60 
for locations) or on their website (www.visitsingapore.com). Another good resource is the 
Life! section of The Straits Times newspaper, which lists events for each day, plus theater 
and cinema listings. Where Singapore, a free magazine with local ev ents listings, is avail-
able at STB kiosks as well. Another freebie, I-S Magazine, promotes Singapore’s clubbing 
lifestyle.
TICKETS Sistic (& 65/6348-5555; www.sistic.com.sg) handles bookings for almost 
all theater per formances, concert dates, and special ev ents. Their website offers a com-
prehensive events schedule, with online booking and ticket payment. ( Tickets can be 
picked up at the v enue prior to the per formance.) Visit them online or at one of their 
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centrally located kiosks at The Centrepoint, Millenia Walk, Plaza Singapura, Raffles City 
Shopping Centre, VivoCity, or Wisma Atria.
HOURS Theater and dance performances can begin anywhere between 7:30 and 9pm. 
Don’t be late—at Esplanade, they turn latecomers away . M any bars open in the late 
afternoon, a fe w as early as lunchtime. D isco and enter tainment clubs usually open 
around 6pm but generally don ’t get lively until 10 or 11pm. Closing time for bars and 
clubs is at 1 or 2am on w eekdays, 3 or 4am on w eekends. A fe w have extended hours 
until 6am.
DRINK PRICES Because of the government’s added tariff, alcoholic beverage prices are 
high everywhere, whether in a hotel bar or a neighborhood pub . “House pour” drinks 
(made with inexpensiv e brands of alcohol) ar e betw een S$8 and S$14 (US$5.35–
US$9.40/£3.60–£6.30)—this is consider ed cheap . A glass of house wine will cost 
between S$10 and S$15 (US$6.70–US$10/£4.50–£6.75), depending on whether it ’s a 
red or a white. A pint of local draft beer ( Tiger, brewed in S ingapore) is ar ound S$10 
(US$6.70/£4.50). Hotel establishments are, on average, the most expensive venues, while 
standalone pubs and cafes ar e better value. Almost every bar and club has a happy hour 
in the early ev enings, and discounts can be up to 50% off for house pours and drafts. 
Most of the dance and enter tainment clubs charge co vers, but they will usually include 
one or more drinks. Hooray for ladies’ nights—usually Wednesdays—when those of the 
feminine persuasion get in for fr ee and sometimes even drink for free, too.
DRESS CODE Many clubs will r equire smart casual attire. Feel free to be tr endy, but 
avoid dressing too casual or you may be turned away. Local clubbers dress up for a night 
on the town, usually in fashionista threads.
SAFETY You’ll be fairly safe out during the w ee hours in most par ts of the city , and 
even a single woman alone has little to worry about. You can always get home safely in a 
taxi, which, fortunately, isn’t too hard to find even late at night, with a couple of ex cep-
tions: When clubs close, there’s usually a mob of revelers scrambling for cabs. Also, after 
midnight, a 50% sur charge is added to the far e, so it ’s become common for driv ers to 
disappear from 11pm until midnight, when they can r eturn to wor k and earn mor e in 
fares. 

2  T H E  B A R  & C LU B  S C E N E

Singaporeans love to go out at night, whether it’s to lounge around in a cozy wine bar or 
to groove on a dance floor until 6am. This city has become pretty eclectic in its entertain-
ment choices, so y ou’ll find ev erything from live jazz to acid jazz, fr om polished co ver 
bands to internationally acclaimed guest DJs. The nightlife is happening. Local celebri-
ties and the young, wealthy, and beautiful are the heroes of the scene, and their quest for 
the “coolest” spot keeps the club scene on its toes.

BARS
Brix In the basement of the Grand Hyatt Regency, Brix hosts a good house band and 
international visiting music groups as well. A pickup joint of sorts, it’s a bit more sophis-
ticated than others. The Music Bar features live jazz and R&B, while the Wine & Whis-
key Bar ser ves up a fine selection of wine, Scotch, and cognac. H ours ar e Sunday to 
Wednesday 9pm to 3am, Thursday to Saturday 9pm to 4am. Happy hour nightly, from 
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7 to 9pm. Basement, Grand Hyatt Singapore, 10 Scotts Rd. & 65/6732-1234. Cover charge after 
10pm. S$25 (US$17/£11).

Café del Mar Singapore  Savor cooling cocktails while you sink your toes in 
the sand and gaz e at the tr opical sunset. Café del M ar, based on the successful I biza 
formula, is pur e tr opical island paradise, with a soundtrack of chill-out gr ooves, just 
minutes from S ingapore’s urban center . The Sentosa island location makes for an all-
night beach party—you can even have dinner here from a Mediterranean menu. Singa-
pore’s sun sets fr om about 7 to 7:30pm, so be sur e to come early for the S undowner 
Special happy hour from 5 to 7pm, with two-for-one cocktails, so y ou can get lit before 
it gets dark. Hours are Monday to Thursday 11am to 1am, Friday 11am to 4am, Satur-
day 10am to 4am, and S unday 10am to 1am. 40 Siloso Beach Walk, S entosa Island . 

& 65/6235-1296. www.cafedelmar.com.sg.

The Crazy Elephant Crazy Elephant is the city ’s address for blues-r ock. Hang out 
amid the breezes blowing off the river while listening to classic rock and blues by resident 
bands. This place has hosted, in addition to some ex cellent local and regional guitarists, 
international greats such as Rick Derringer, Eric Burdon, and Walter Trout. It’s an unpre-
tentious place to chill out and hav e a cold one. B eer is reasonably priced as well. Hours 
are Sunday to Thursday 5pm to 1am, and F riday and Saturday 5pm to 2am, with daily 
happy hour 5 to 9pm. 3E River Valley Rd., #01–03/04 Traders Market, Clarke Quay. & 65/6337-
7859. www.crazyelephant.com.

The Dubliner Singapor e Located in a r estored colonial building, D ubliner’s got 
great atmosphere, with vaulted ceilings, tiled floors and pretty plasterwork, and outdoor 
seating on the veranda. It’s also a pretty decent Irish pub, with a friendly staff and a cast 
of regulars from local and expat drinking crowds. Sports matches are broadcast regularly 
(mainly soccer), and there’s a variety of cold beer on tap. Hours are Sunday to Thursday 
11am to 2am, and Friday and Saturday 11am to 3am; daily happy hour r uns 5 to 8pm. 
Winsland Conservation House, 165 Penang Rd. & 65/6735-2220. www.dublinersingapore.com.

Home Club The “home” of Singapore’s arty underground clubbing scene, this small 
down-to-earth club hosts local DJs that specializ e in alternativ e and r etro grooves and 
indie band par ties. True to its name, expect a homey atmospher e, furnished with mis-
matched cozy chairs and sofas. The crowd is equally funky, with a fun mix of young arty 
music heads. O pen Tuesday to Thursday 9pm to 3am, F riday and S aturday 10pm to 
6am. The Riverwalk, #B1-01/06, 20 Upper Circular Rd. & 65/9877-6055. www.homeclub.com.sg. 
Cover charges are sometimes levied but include a c omplimentary drink.

Howl at the Moon  Guaranteed laughs, this piano bar features a pair of dueling 
pianists who play sing-a-long songs all night long, interspersed with impr omptu banter. 
The audience itself becomes part of the performance, and by the end of the night, every-
one is guaranteed to have made new friends. This bar also hosts stand-up comedy nights, 
open-mike sessions, and late-night dancing. O pen Tuesday through Sunday from 6pm 
till late. 2nd floor, Peranakan Place Complex, 180 Or chard Rd. & 65/6838-0281. w ww.howlat
themoon.com.sg. Cover charges S$20 (US$13/£9) Fri–Sat after 8pm. 
The Long Bar  Touristy and expensive, the Long B ar is still a cultural institution. 
With tiled mosaic floors, large shutter ed windows, and punkah fans waving abo ve, this 
Raffles Hotel bar has tried to r etain much of the charm of y esteryear so you can enjoy a 
Singapore Sling in its birthplace. And truly, the thrill at the Long Bar is tossing back one 
of these sweet, juicy drinks while pondering the S ingapore adventures of all the famous 
actors, writers, and artists who came through here in the first decades of the 20th century. 
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If you’re not inspired by the poetry of the moment, stick ar ound and get juiced for the 
pop/reggae band at 9pm, which is quite good. H ours are Sunday to Thursday 11am to 
12:30am, Friday and S aturday 11am to 1:30am. H appy hour nightly 6 to 9pm, with 
special deals on pitchers of beer and some mix ed drinks. A S ingapore S ling is S$26 
(US$17/£12), and a S ling with souv enir glass costs S$37 (US$25/£17). Raffles Hot el 
Arcade, Raffles Hotel, 1 Beach Rd. & 65/6337-1230. www.raffles.com.

The Ne xt P age Mohamed S ultan R oad was S ingapore’s hottest nightspot in the 
1990s, but today few bars stand out. This bar started it all but has since changed names, 
owners, and locations too many times. A fr eaky Chinese dr eam in an old S ingaporean 
shophouse, the bar’s main room has old walls of cr umbling stucco washed in sexy Chi-
nese red and lanterns glo wing crimson in the air shaft rising abo ve the island bar . The 
crowd is mainly young professionals who on the weekends have been known to dance on 
the bar. The back has a bit more space for seating, darts, and a pool table. A small snack 
menu is available. Open Sunday to Thursday 5pm to 1am, Friday and Saturday 5pm to 
3am. Happy hour daily 5 to 9pm. 17 Mohamed Sultan Rd. & 65/6235-6967.

No. 5 Down Peranakan Place are a few bars, one of which is No. 5, a cool, dark place 
just dripping with S outheast Asian ambience, fr om its 1910 shophouse exterior to its 
partially cr umbling interior walls hung with rich woodcar vings. The hardwood floors 
and beamed ceilings are complemented by seating areas cozied with oriental carpets and 
kilim throw pillows. Upstairs is more conventional table-and-chair seating. The glow of 
the skylighted air shaft and the whirring fans abo ve make this an ideal place to stop for 
a cool drink on a hot afternoon. I n the evenings, be prepared for a lively mix of people. 
Open Monday to Thursday noon to 2am, F riday and S aturday noon to 3am, S unday 
5pm to 2am. H appy hour daily noon to 9pm. 5 Emerald H ill Rd. & 65/6732-0818. www.
emeraldhillgroup.com.

MICROBREWERIES
Brewerkz Brewerkz, with outside seating along the riv er and an air y contemporary 
style inside—like a giant war ehouse built ar ound brewing kettles and copper pipes—
brews the best house beer in Singapore. The bar menu features five tasty brew selections 
from recipes created by their E nglish brew master: N ut Brown Ale, R ed Ale, Wiesen, 
Bitter, and I ndian Pale Ale (which, b y the way, has the highest alcohol content). Their 
American-cuisine lunch, dinner, and snack menu is also very good—I recommend plan-
ning a meal her e as w ell. O pen Monday to Thursday noon to midnight, F riday and 
Saturday noon to 1am, and S unday 11am to midnight. H appy hour is held daily noon 
to 3pm, with two-for-one beers. #01–05 Riverside Point, 30 M erchant Rd. & 65/6438-7438. 
www.brewerkz.com.

JAZZ BARS
Harry’s Bar   The official after-wor k drink stop for finance pr ofessionals fr om 
nearby S henton Way, H arry’s biggest claim to fame is that it was bank-buster N ick 
Leeson’s favorite bar. But don’t let the power ties put you off. Harry’s is a cool place, from 
airy riverside seating to cozy tables next to the stage. Harry’s is known for its live jazz and 
R&B music, which is always good. O f all the choices along Boat Q uay, Harry’s remains 
the classiest; even though it’s also the most popular, you can usually get a seat. U pstairs, 
the wine bar is v ery laid back, with plush sofas and dimly lit seating ar eas. Recently, 
Harry’s outposts have been opening all over the city: Harry’s @ Dempsey Hill, Blk. 11 
Dempsey Rd., #01-17A ( & 65/6471-9018); Harry’s @ Esplanade,  Esplanade M all 
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#01–05/07, 8 Raffles Ave. (& 65/6334-0132); and Harry’s @ Orchard, Orchard Tow-
ers, #01–05 and #02–08/09, 1 Claymor e D r. ( & 65/6736-7330). O pen S unday to 
Thursday 11am to 1am, Friday and Saturday 11am to 2am. Happy hour daily 11am to 
9pm. 28 Boat Quay. & 65/6538-3029. www.harrys.com.sg.

Jazz@Southbridge Finds  While most jazz v enues in S ingapore adopt a r elaxed 
definition of jazz, incorporating jazzy pop and blues rock into their repertoires, this small 
and welcoming venue keeps it strictly jazz. P erformances change nightly, with excellent 
regular musicians and fantastic international gr eats. The place gets crowded, but people 
are friendly, especially if you want to talk about music. When visiting performers play, a 
door cover is charged. O pen Tuesday to S unday fr om 5:30pm until 1am (sometimes 
later). 82B Boat Quay. & 65/6327-4671. www.southbridgejazz.com.sg.

Raffles Bar & Billiar ds Rich with the kind of elegance only histor y can pr ovide, 
Raffles Bar & Billiards began as a bar in 1896 and over the decades has been transformed 
to perform various functions as the hotel’s needs dictated. In its early days, legend has it 
that a patron shot the last tiger in Singapore under a pool table here. Whether or not the 
tiger part is true, one of its two billiar ds tables is an original piece, still in use after 100 
years. In fact, many of the fixtures and furniture here are original Raffles antiques, includ-
ing the lights abo ve the billiards tables and the scor eboards, and are marked with small 
brass placards. In the evenings, a jazzy little trio shakes the ghosts out of the rafters, while 
the well-heeled lounge around enjoying single malts, cognacs, coffee, por t, champagne, 
chocolates, and imported cigars. Expect to drop a small fortune. Open daily 11:30am to 
12:30am. Raffles Hotel, 1 Beach Rd. & 65/6331-1746. www.raffles.com.

CLUBS
The Cannery Clarke Quay houses a number of dining and nightclub v enues, many 
of which ar e operated under one management: The Cannery. Venues include Zirca, a 
mega dance club with a Cirque du Soleil feel; Rebel, a hip-hop club with a street graffiti 
attitude; and Yello J ello R etrobar, spinning nostalgic dance tunes; plus a fe w mor e 
lounges and cafes that ser ve a v ariety of styles for discriminating clubbers. H ours vary 
from club to club . Clarke Quay, 3B R iver Valley Rd. & 65/6887-3733. www.the-cannery.com. 
Cover charges vary from club to club.

dbl O This cavernous place with a light-up wall and dance floor is v ery popular with 
those who want to hang out without the pr etenses of some of the ne wer fashion-victim 
clubs. Two smaller dance floors within the club play hip-hop and house grooves, and the 
club has a rooftop terrace garden for alfresco cocktails. Open Tuesday to Friday 8pm to 
3am and Saturday 8pm to 4am. 11 Unity St. #01–24 Robertson Walk. & 65/6735-2008. www.
emeraldhillgroup.com. Cover charges vary for men and women, depending on the night.

Insomnia Modeled after three popular sister clubs in Hong Kong, Insomnia is named 
for its hours: 24/7. It’s one of only a few clubs in Singapore that has a license to operate 
24 hours a day every day. A stable of bands revolve from club to club, playing dance rock, 
Top 40 hits, and pop to a packed dance floor . It has plenty of outside seating and also 
serves meals. I t shares a central location at Chijmes with a number of other bars and 
restaurants, so you can come her e and check out sev eral nightlife options in one place. 
Open daily 24 hours. 30 Victoria St., Chijmes . & 65/6338-6883. www.liverockmusic247.com. 
No cover charge.

St James Power Station An old 1927 coal-fired power station has been given a new 
lease on life as a M ecca for clubbing. I ts 60,000 squar e feet of space has been divided 
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between nine independent clubs, each in a different flavor. For a cultural experience, try 
Dragonfly, with nightly Mandarin pop music shows featuring live performers and danc-
ers on stage. O r Movida, a dance club that specializ es in world beats. H ours vary from 
club to club . 3 S entosa G ateway, #01-01. & 65/6270-7676. www.stjamespowerstation.com. 
Cover charges vary from club to club.

Zouk  Singapore’s first inno vative danceteria, Z ouk intr oduced the city to house 
music, which throbs nightly in its cav ernous disco, comprising thr ee warehouses joined 
together. They play the best in modern music, so ev en if you’re not much of a gr oover, 
you can still have fun watching the party from the many levels that tower above the dance 
floor. I f you need a bit mor e intimacy in y our nightlife, Velvet Underground ( VU), 
within the Zouk complex, drips in r ed velvet and soft lighting—a good complement to 
the more soulful sounds spinning her e. The newer addition to Zouk, Phuture, draws a 
younger, hip-hop-loving crowd than VU. Including the outdoor wine bar, Zouk is your 
one-stop shop for a par ty; in Singapore, this place is legendar y. All clubs ar e open daily 
6pm to 3am. 17 Jiak Kim St. & 65/6738-2988. www.zoukclub.com. Cover charges vary. 

GAY NIGHTSPOTS
Singapore’s gay clubbing scene is aliv e and w ell but still v ery underground. Bars come 
and go, so to get the absolute latest happenings, y ou’ll have to go bey ond mainstream 
media. The Web has listings at www.utopia-asia.com, where you’ll find the best updated 
information about the most r ecent parties and hangouts. For the latest info, I’d recom-
mend one of the chat r ooms suggested at the addr ess above, and talk to the exper ts. 
Velvet Underground, part of the Zouk complex (see above), welcomes a mixed clientele 
of gays, lesbians, and straight folks.

WINE BARS
Beaujolais Finds  This little gem, in a shophouse built on a hill, is tiny, but its charm 
makes it a fav orite for lo yal regulars. Two tables outside (on the F ive-Foot-Way, which 
serves more as a patio than a sidewalk) and two tables inside don’t seem like much room, 
but there’s more seating upstairs. They believe that wine should be affor dable, and so 
their many labels tend to be mor e moderately priced per glass and bottle. H ours ar e 
Monday to Thursday 11am to midnight, Friday 11:30am to 2am, and Saturday 6pm to 
midnight; happy hours runs from opening until 9pm. 1 Ann Siang Hill. & 65/6224-2227.

Que Pasa One of the mor e mellow stops along P eranakan Place, this little wine bar 
serves up a collection of some 70 to 100 labels with plenty of atmospher e and a nice 
central location. It’s another bar in a shophouse, but this one has as its centerpiece a very 
unusual winding stair way up the air shaft to the lev el above. Wine bottles and ar twork 
line the walls. In the front, you can order tapas and cigars. The upstairs VIP club looks 
and feels like a formal living r oom, complete with wing chairs and boar d games. Hours 
are Monday to Thursday noon to 2am, F riday and Saturday noon to 3am, and S unday 
5pm to 2am. 7 Emerald Hill Rd. & 65/6235-6626. www.emeraldhillgroup.com.

3  T H E  P E R F O R M I N G  A R T S

Professional and amateur theater companies, dance troupes, opera companies, and musi-
cal gr oups offer a wide v ariety of not only Asian-focused per formances, but Western 



183

S
IN

G
A

P
O

R
E

 A
F

T
E

R
 D

A
R

K

9

T
H

E
 P

E
R

F
O

R
M

IN
G

 A
R

T
S

as w ell. B roadway r oad sho ws don’t stop in S an Francisco, wher e the r oad ends, but 
continue on to include Singapore in their itineraries, and international stars like P lacido 
Domingo, Yo Yo Ma, Wynton Marsalis, and Michael Jackson have come to town. Inter-
national stars make up only a small portion of the performance scene, though. Singapore 
theater comprises four distinct language groups—English, Chinese, Malay, and Tamil—
and each maintains its own voice and culture.

CLASSICAL PERFORMANCES
The Singapore Symphony Orchestra performs at the Esplanade–Theatr es on the B ay, 
with regular special guest appearances by international celebrities. For information about 
the orchestra, check out www .sso.org.sg, or for per formance dates, see www .esplanade.
com. Tickets purchased through Sistic (www.sistic.com.sg).

The Singapore L yric O pera collaborates with r enowned opera companies fr om 
around the world to stage such Western operas as Turnadot and Madame Butterfly at the 
Esplanade. Check their w ebsite at www .singaporeopera.com.sg for what ’s on. S istic 
handles ticket sales. 

The Singapore Chinese Orchestra, the only professional Chinese orchestra in Singa-
pore, has won several awards for its classic interpretations. They perform every 2 weeks, 
mainly at the Singapore Conference Hall, 7 Shenton Way (& 65/6440-3839). See per-
formance schedules at www.sco.com.sg, and buy tickets through Sistic.

THEATER
Most international companies will per form at the Esplanade–Theatres on the B ay, 
1 Esplanade D r., a 10-minute walk fr om City H all MRT (& 65/6828-8222; www.
esplanade.com). Smaller shows are sometimes staged at the Victoria Concert Hall, 2nd 
floor Victoria M emorial H all, 11 E mpress P lace ( & 65/6338-6125). Sistic (& 65/
6348-5555; www.sistic.com.sg) handles bookings for both v enues.

A fe w local companies ar e quite note worthy and manage their o wn per formance 
spaces. The Necessary Stage, 278 M arine Parade Rd., #B1–02 M arine Parade Com-
munity Building (& 65/6440-8115; www.necessary.org), blazed trails for the local per-
forming ar ts scene after staging pr oductions that touched tender ner ves for the 
community, including a startlingly frank monologue by the first Singaporean to publicly 
declare his str uggle with AIDS. The Singapore Repertory Theatre, DBS Ar ts Centre, 
20 Merbau Rd., Robertson Quay (& 65/6733-0005; www.srt.com.sg), is another com-
pany to watch; in recent years, they’ve staged local productions of perennial favorites like 
The Glass Menagerie and Little Shop of Horrors. 

ARTS PROGRAMS
A number of venues have nightly programs of performance art pieces, fringe music pro-
ductions, art talks, demonstrations, readings, and other specialized arts events.

The Arts House, 1 Old Parliament Lane (& 65/6332-6900; www.theartshouse.com.
sg), is housed in the former Parliament House, whose government rooms, in grand colo-
nial style, have been converted into intimate spaces for use as an alternativ e arts venue. 
The building also hosts an intimate music club and small cafe.

Also check out the many ev ents at the  Substation, 45 Armenian S t. (& 65/6337-
7800; www.substation.org), which offers its space to smaller theater tr oupes, cinema 
groups, fine arts exhibitors and performance artists.
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CULTURAL SHOWS
Once upon a time, Cantonese opera  could be seen under tents on str eet corners 
throughout the city . These days, local and visiting companies still per form, but v ery 
sporadically. For a performance you can count on, the Chinese Theatre Circle, 5 Smith 
St. (& 65/6323-4862; www.ctcopera.com.sg), has a sho w on F ridays and S aturdays, 
with excerpts from the most famous and belo ved tales, with explanations of the craft. 
Come at 7pm for the pr eshow “ dinner” (chicken nuggets, r eally; tickets ar e S$35/
US$23/£16), or, better yet, have dinner elsewhere and drop in at 8pm to catch the show 
with tea and pay only S$20 (US$13/£9).



Malaysia in Depth
10

Malaysia’s wow factor is its div ersity. Malay Muslims, Chinese Taoists 
and Buddhists, Indian Hindus, a large number of indigenous people, plus an assortment 
of Peranakans, Eurasians, and other races and religions all call themselves Malaysian, and 
each contributes to the fabric of this surprisingly color ful nation. Its long histor y is the 
story of how original Malays have accepted newcomers from Arabia, India, China, Thai-
land, Indonesia, and E urope, and fused their cultur es into a hodgepodge of a national 
identity. Malaysia has survived colonial rule of the Portuguese, Dutch, and English, plus 
the Japanese Occupation. Today the countr y manages to hold it together , albeit some-
times by a hair.

Diversity is also present in the landscape of Malaysia’s cities and towns, where colonial 
heritage mixes with modern dev elopment and an underlying attitude of kampung (vil-
lage) friendliness. Many visitors delight in the chaos of Kuala Lumpur. Its twisty narrow 
roads, sweltering traffic jams, haphazar d development, and back-alley shops and food 
stalls represent an Asia that is still a little bit untamed, ev en as the mar velous futuristic-
Moorish Petronas Twin Towers loom overhead. Meanwhile, in places like G eorgetown, 
Melaka, and Kuching, the past is everywhere you turn.

Not far fr om M alaysia’s cities and to wns, y ou’ll find rainfor ests and mountains, 
beaches and idyllic tropical islands, blue seas and coral reefs, and an abundance of pecu-
liar flora and fauna, all so accessible it ’s a wonder these places ar en’t overwhelmed by 
tourists.

Accessibility is perhaps the best thing about Malaysia. Infrastructure is of good quality, 
communications are up-to-date, trav el operators ar e very organized, and accommoda-
tions and airpor ts are some of the best in S outheast Asia. Better still, many M alaysians 
are comfortable speaking English, which opens up enormous possibilities for visitors to 
connect with local people in a v ery meaningful way.

The Malaysia of today is a peaceful nation 
of many races and ethnicities. C urrently, 
the population is estimated at 27.7 million 
inhabitants. Of this number, Bumiputeras 
are the most numer ous ethnic gr oup 
(broadly speaking) and ar e defined as 
those with cultural affinities indigenous to 
the region and to one another. Technically, 
this group includes people of the aborigi-
nal gr oups and ethnic M alays. A smaller 
segment of the population is non-
Bumiputera gr oups such as the Chinese, 
Indians, Arabs, and E urasians, most of 

whom descended fr om settlers to the  
region in the past 150 y ears. It is impor-
tant to kno w the differ ence betw een the 
Bumiputera and non-B umiputera gr oups 
to understand M alaysian politics, which 
favors the first gr oup in ev ery policy. It is 
equally impor tant to understand that,  
despite ethnic divisions, each gr oup is 
considered no less Malaysian.

The state religion is Islam. The Muslim 
way of life is r eflected in almost every ele-
ment of M alaysian life. The strict adher-
ence to I slam will most likely affect y our 

1  M A L AYS I A  TO D AY
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vacation plans in some way. If you’re trav-
eling to Malaysia for an extended period of 
time or ar e planning to wor k ther e, I 
highly r ecommend Malaysian C ustoms & 
Etiquette: A Practical Handbook, by Datin 
Noor Aini S yed Amir ( Times Books,  
2003), for its great advice on how to nego-
tiate any situation.

As for the non-M uslim, life goes on 
under the government’s very serious policy 
to pr otect fr eedom of r eligion. Note: 
Despite its “ freedom of r eligion” policy , 
Malaysia is very anti-Zionist. Almost daily 
the local papers r eport anti-Semitic news, 
and Israel is the only country in the world 
to which M alaysian citiz ens may not  
travel. If you carry an Israeli passport, you 
will not be granted entr y to the countr y. 
Jewish people fr om other countries who 
still wish to visit ar e advised to do wnplay 
their religion.

THE GOVERNMENT
From 1981 to 2003, the go vernment was 
led b y D r. M ahathir M ohamad, of the 
United M alays N ational O rganisation 
(UMNO), the leading go vernment par ty 
since M alaysia’s independence. H e was a 
popular prime minister who sought to cre-
ate a competitiv e economic tiger while 
maintaining national policies that reflected 
liberal I slamic v alues. H is outspoken  
nature created an endless stream of contro-
versies surr ounding policies that fav ored 
Bumiputeras, protected often shady links 
between go vernment and industr y, and 
opposed conservative Islamic policies.

In 2003, he stepped do wn from power 
so that his successor , A bdullah B adawi, 
could continue the policies of the UMNO 
party. 

In March 2008, Malaysian politics took 
an interesting turn when a general election 
saw the r uling government lose its parlia-
mentary majority as well as control over a 
number of state legislatur es. E ven mor e 
controversial was the election of Anwar 
Ibrahim as leader of the Malaysia Opposi-
tion. Anwar was Mahathir’s former deputy 
prime minister and was sacked over a sod-
omy and corruption scandal in 1998—it is 
generally believed that the charges against 
Anwar were false and the wor k of a go v-
ernment who wanted to r emove Anwar ’s 
dissenting voice.

Malaysians’ biggest concerns ar e the 
economy, ethnic discord, and rising crime 
rates.

THE ECONOMY
Until the Asian E conomic C risis that 
began in J uly 1997, M alaysia was one of 
the rising stars of the East Asian M iracle, 
with an economy built upon the manufac-
turing sector in electr onics and r ubber 
products, as w ell as on agricultur e and 
mining. Though the crisis hit the countr y 
hard, the countr y bounced back with 
annual GDP average of 6%.

In J anuary 2009, the go vernment was 
adamant that the global r ecession would 
not seriously affect M alaysia, due to the 
nation’s sound economic fundamentals, 
predicting a GDP growth estimate for the 
year at a highly optimistic 3.5%.

186
The Populace
About 57% of Malaysians are Malay, while the Chinese and I ndians make up 25% 
and 10% of the population, respectively. The remainder includes Eurasians and 
myriad indigenous groups such as the Orang Asli of Peninsular Malaysia; the 
Iban, Bidayuh, and Orang Ulu of Sarawak; and the Kadazan Dusun, Bajau, and 
Murut of Sabah.
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TOURISM
In 2008, M alaysia attracted a r ecord-
breaking 22 million tourists, half of which 
were S ingaporeans. I mportant inbound 
tourism mar kets include Thailand, Indo-
nesia, China, and India. The driving forces 
behind Malaysia’s tourism industry are the 
Meetings, I ncentives, Conv entions &  
Exhibitions (MICE) sector; medical tour-
ism; and educational tourism. The govern-
ment’s main tourism focus is historical site 

conservation, upgrades to tourism-r elated 
infrastructure such as air , land, and sea 
travel; and the impr ovement of tourism-
related services and products.

In 2008, Melaka and Georgetown were 
inscribed in the U nited N ations E duca-
tional, Scientific, and C ultural Organiza-
tion’s (UNESCO) World Heritage List for 
cultural sites. They joined G unung Mulu 
National Park and Kinabalu P ark, World 
Heritage List natural sites since 2000.
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Shoe School
In January 2009, luxury shoemaker and Penang native Jimmy Choo announced 
his plan to create a series of couture shoe academies worldwide. The first is 
expected to open in his home country, Malaysia.

POPULATING THE 
PENINSULA 
(PREHISTORY–1ST 
CENTURY B.C.)
If Malaysia can trace its success to one ele-
ment, it would be geographic location. 
Placed strategically at a major cr ossroads 
between the Eastern and Western worlds, 
the result of alternating seasonal northeast 
and southw est monsoons, M alaysia (for-
merly kno wn as M alaya) was the ideal 
center for East–W est trade activities. The 
character of the indigenous Malays is cred-
ited to their r elationship with the sea, 
while centuries of outside influences  
shaped their culture.

The earliest inhabitants of the penin-
sula were the Orang Asli, who are believed 
to have migrated from China and Tibet as 
early as 5,000 y ears ago. The first M alays 
were established b y 1000 b .c., having 
migrated not only to Malaya, but through-
out the entir e I ndonesian ar chipelago as 

well, including Sumatra and Borneo. They 
brought with them kno wledge of agricul-
ture and metalwork, as well as beliefs in a 
spirit world (attitudes that ar e still prac-
ticed by many groups today).

Malaysia’s earliest trading contacts were 
established b y the 1st centur y b .c. with 
China and India. India proved most influ-
ential, impacting local cultur e with B ud-
dhist and Hindu beliefs that are evidenced 
today in the M alay language, literatur e, 
and many customs.

THE INTRODUCTION OF 
ISLAM (15TH CENTURY) 
Recorded history didn’t come around until 
the M alay Annals of the 17th centur y, 
which tell the stor y of P arameswara, also 
known as Iskander Shah, ruler of Temasek 
(Singapore), who was for ced to flee to 
Melaka (which was kno wn as M alacca 
during colonial occupation) ar ound a.d. 
1400. He set up a trading por t and led it 
to world-renowned financial glory. Melaka 

2  LO O K I N G  B A C K  AT  M A L AYS I A
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grew in population and prosperity, attract-
ing Chinese, Indian, and Arab traders.

With Arabs and M uslim Indians came 
Islam, and I skander Shah’s son, who took 
leadership of M elaka after his father ’s 
death, is cr edited as the first M alay to 
convert to the ne w r eligion. The r ule of 
Melaka was transformed into a sultanate, 
and the wor d of I slam won conv erts not 
only in M alaya, but thr oughout Borneo 
and the Indonesian archipelago. 

EUROPEAN INFLUENCES 
(16TH–19TH CENTURIES)
Melaka’s success was not without admirers, 
and in 1511, the P ortuguese decided they 
wanted a piece of the action. They con-
quered the city in 30 days, chased the 
sultanate south to J ohor, built a for tress 
that forestalled any trouble from the popu-
lace, and set up Christian missions. The 
Portuguese stuck around until 1641, when 
the D utch came to to wn, looking to 
expand their trading po wer in the r egion. 
After M elaka’s fall to the P ortuguese, its 
success plummeted and was nev er 
regained.

The British came sniffing around in the 
late 1700s, when Francis Light of the Brit-
ish East I ndia Company landed on the 
island of P enang and cut a deal with the 
Sultan of K edah to cede it to the B ritish. 
By 1805, P enang had become the seat of 
British authority in S outheast Asia, but 
the establishment ser ved less as a trading 
cash cow and more as political lev erage in 
the race to beat out the D utch for control 
of the S outheast Asian trade r outes. I n 
1824, the British and Dutch finally signed 
a treaty dividing Southeast Asia. The Brit-
ish would hav e M alaya, and the D utch, 
Indonesia. Dutch-ruled Melaka was traded 
for British-ruled Bencoolen in Sumatra. In 
1826, the B ritish East I ndia Company 
formed the S traits S ettlements, uniting 
Penang, Malacca (Melaka), and Singapore 
under P enang’s contr ol. I n 1867, po wer 
over the S traits S ettlements shifted fr om 

the British East India Company to British 
colonial rule in London.

The Anglo-Dutch treaty never provided 
for the island of Borneo . The Dutch sort 
of took over Kalimantan, but the ar eas to 
the nor thwest w ere generally held under 
the rule of the Sultan of Brunei. Sabah was 
ceded for an annual sum to the B ritish 
North Borneo Company , r uled b y Lon-
don until the J apanese inv aded during 
World War II. In 1839, Englishman James 
Brooke arrived in S arawak. The Sultan of 
Brunei had been having a har d time with 
warring factions in this territor y and was 
happy to hand contr ol over to Brooke. In 
1841, after winning allies and subjugating 
enemies, Brooke became the Raja of S ara-
wak, building his capital in Kuching.

Meanwhile, back on the peninsula,  
Kuala Lumpur sprang to life in 1857 as a 
settlement at the cr ook of the Klang and 
Gombak riv ers, about 35km (22 miles) 
inland fr om the w est coast. Tin miners 
from I ndia, China, and other par ts of 
Malaya came inland to prospect and set up 
a trading post, which flourished. I n 1896, 
it became the capital of the British Malayan 
territory.

WORLD WAR II & MALAY-
SIAN INDEPENDENCE
In 1941, the J apanese conquered Malaya 
en route to S ingapore. Life for M alayans 
during the 4-y ear occupation was a con-
stant and almost unbearable str uggle to 
survive hunger , disease, and separation 
from the world. After the war , when the 
British sought to r eclaim their colonial 
sovereignty o ver M alaya, they found the 
people thor oughly fed up with for eign 
rule. The struggle for independence united 
Malay and non-M alay residents through-
out the countr y. B y the time the B ritish 
agreed to M alayan independence, the  
states were already united. On August 31, 
1957, M alaya was cut loose, and K uala 
Lumpur became its official capital. F or a 
brief moment in the early 1960s, the 
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peninsula was united with S ingapore and 
the Borneo states of S abah and S arawak. 
Singapore was ejected from the federation 
in 1965, and today Malaysia continues on 
its own path.

POST-INDEPENDENCE 
(1960S)
As Malaysia was emerging as an indepen-
dent nation, its gr owth was stunted b y 
racial tensions that ev entually led to race 
riots. N ational policies fav ored ethnic  
Malays—most of whom w ere living in 

rural poverty—in an attempt to lev el the 
playing field in terms of access to educa-
tion, jobs, and business opportunities. The 
policies were oftentimes at the expense of 
Chinese and I ndian Malaysians, many of 
whom w ere business o wners, as w ell as 
educated and wealthy Malaysians.

In 1969, follo wing a national election, 
Chinese M alaysians demonstrated in  
Kuala Lumpur, sparking a backlash fr om 
Malays. Riots and violence led to the 
destruction of almost 6,000 homes and 
businesses and the deaths of 184 people.
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3  T H E  L AY  O F  T H E  L A N D

Tropical evergreen forests, estimated to be 
some of the oldest in the world, once co v-
ered more than 70% of Malaysia; however, 
logging and plantation establishment have 
taken their toll. There are diverse terrains, 
including mountainous for ests, sparsely 
wooded tangles at higher elev ations; low-
land for ests, dense tr opical for ests; man-
groves along the waters ’ edge; and peat 
swamp for ests along the water ways. O n 
the peninsula, thr ee national for ests—
Taman Negara (or “National Forest”) and 
Kenong Rimba P ark, both inland, and 
Endau R ompin N ational P ark, located 
toward the southeastern end of the penin-
sula—are the most conv enient to visit, 
especially Taman N egara, a half-day trip 
from KL. S abah and S arawak step up the 
adventure quotient with countless  

rainforests, peculiar wildlife, and fascinat-
ing indigenous cultures.

Malaysia is surr ounded b y the S outh 
China Sea on the east coast and the Straits 
of Malacca on the west, and the waters off 
the peninsula vary in terms of sea life (and 
beach life). The waters off the east coast 
house a living coral r eef, good waters, and 
great tropical beaches, while mor e south-
erly parts host beach r esort areas. By way 
of contrast, the waters in southern por-
tions of the S traits of Malacca are choppy 
and cloudy fr om shipping traffic—har dly 
ideal for diving. B ut once y ou get as far 
north as Langkawi, the waters become 
beautiful again. M eanwhile, the sea coast 
of Sabah and Sarawak includes some resort 
areas that are ideal for beach vacationing.

Protecting Malaysia’s Rare Species
Vast tracks of primary rainforest in Malaysian Borneo are protected and believed 
to contain such rare species of animals as the Sumatran rhinoc eros, the Malay-
sian sun bear, and the clouded leopard. In forest reserves, visitors can sometimes 
spot large-nosed proboscis monkeys and hornbills, with their colorful beaks. A 
number of rehabilitation centers on Borneo protect the orangutan from extinc-
tion in the face of their disappearing habitat. On Borneo and P eninsular Malaysia, 
many species of sea tur tles that use Malaysia’s beaches for nesting grounds are 
also protected.
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The mix of cultural influences in Malaysia 
is the r esult of centuries of immigration 
and trade with the outside world, par ticu-
larly with Arab nations, China, and India. 
Early gr oups of incoming for eigners 
brought w ealth fr om ar ound the world, 
plus their o wn unique cultural heritages 
and religions. Furthermore, once imported, 
each culture remained largely intact; that 
is, none hav e tr uly been homogeniz ed. 
Traditional temples and churches exist side 
by side with mosques.

Likewise, traditional art forms of vari-
ous cultures are still practiced in Malaysia, 
most notably in the ar eas of dance and 
performance ar t. Chinese opera, I ndian 
dance, and M alay martial arts are all v ery 
popular cultural activities. Silat, originat-
ing fr om a mar tial ar ts form (and still 
practiced as such b y many), is a dance 
performed by men and women. R eligious 
and cultural festivals are open for everyone 
to appreciate and enjo y. Unique ar ts and 
traditions of indigenous people distin-
guish Sabah and Sarawak from the rest of 
the country.

Traditional Malaysian music  is v ery 
similar to I ndonesian music. H eavy on 
rhythms, its constant dr um beats under-
neath the light r epetitive melodies of the 
stringed gamelan (no r elation at all to the 
Indonesian metallophone gamelan, with 
its gongs and xylophones) will entrance 
you with its simple beauty.

BOOKS
The H armony S ilk F actory, b y Tash A w 
(Riverhead Trade). One of Malaysia’s most 
talented novelists, Aw spins a tale about a 
Chinese businessman in M alaysia at the 
start of the Japanese Occupation.

A History of M alaysia, by Barbara Wat-
son Andaya (P algrave M acmillan). This 
easy-to-read book explor es some of the 
most impor tant themes in M alaysia’s his-
tory, from prehistory to present day.

Into the H eart of Bor neo, by Redmond 
O’Hanlon ( Vintage). This funny trav el-
ogue follows two inexperienced travelers as 
they attempt a r ugged trek into the deep-
est forests of Sarawak.

Kalimantaan, by C. S. G odshalk (Aba-
cus). This is a w ell-researched fictional 
account of a colonial adv enturer who 
attempts to rule Borneo, loosely based on 
the life of Sir James Brooke. 

The Long Day Wanes: A Malaysian Tril-
ogy, b y Anthony B urgess ( W. W. Norton 
& Co). Written by the author of A Clock-
work Orange, these three novels mirror the 
author’s experiences as a B ritish civil ser-
vant during M alaysia’s transition to inde-
pendence.

Malaysia: A Pictorial History, by Wendy 
Khadija Moore (Editions Didier Millet). A 
gorgeous coffee table book, this fantastic 
collection of illustrations, photographs, 
and artwork makes reading about history a 
joy.
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Claim to Fame
Famous Malaysians include sexy Bond girl Michelle Yeoh, bestselling feng shui 
author Lillian Too, and shoe guru Jimmy Choo.

4  M A L AYS I A  I N  P O P U L A R  C U LT U R E
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FILMS
Anna and the King  (1999). A H ollywood 
blockbuster, this r emake starring Cho w 
Yun Fatt and J odie Foster was filmed on 
Langkawi, after the Thai go vernment 
refused to let them film in Thailand. The 
Thais are not fans of the Western fairytale 
that claims that one of their most r evered 
monarchs was “civilized” by a simple Eng-
lish teacher.

Entrapment (1999). This thriller star-
ring S ean Conner y and Catherine Z eta-
Jones has its climax in Kuala Lumpur, with 
a stunt-filled heist at the top of the P etro-
nas Twin Towers.

Sandokan (1976). B ased on the epic 
novels of E milio S algari, this mini-series 

captured the danger and myster y of colo-
nial Malaya.

South P acific (1958). B ali H ai is Tio-
man Island, at least for the cast and cr ew 
of South Pacific, who shot parts of the film 
there in the 1950s, most notably the 
scenes that accompany the song “H appy 
Talk.”

Zoolander (2001). This low-brow com-
edy, starring Ben Stiller and Owen Wilson, 
is banned from Malaysia because of a plot 
that includes an assassination plan of a 
so-called prime minister of M alaysia. 
However, footage of a fictional M alaysia 
has absolutely no resemblance to the coun-
try at all.
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Funky Flowers
Borneo is home to the world’s largest flower, the rafflesia, which can grow to over 
90 cm (3 ft.) in diameter. The parasitic plant is a rare find, and the smell it g ives 
off is similar to rotting flesh. Another interesting species of Borneo flora is the 
pitcher plant, which survives in poor soil conditions by drawing nutrients from 
insects and even small mammals it captures in its pitcher. Both plants are pro-
tected species.

5  E AT I N G  & D R I N K I N G  I N  M A L AYS I A

Malaysian food seems to get its origins 
from I ndia’s rich curries, influenced b y 
Thailand’s herbs and spices. You’ll find 
delicious blends of coconut milk and  
curry, shrimp paste and chilies, accented 
by ex otic flav ors of galangal (similar to 
turmeric), lime, and lemon grass. S ome-
times pungent, a fe w of the dishes hav e a 
deep flavor from fermented shrimp paste 
that is an acquir ed taste for Western pal-
ates. By and large, M alaysian food is deli-
cious, but in multicultural M alaysia, so is 

the Chinese food, the Peranakan food, the 
Indian food—the list goes on (see chapter 
2). You’ll also find fr esh seafood almost 
everywhere.

I str ongly r ecommend eating in a  
hawker stall, especially in Penang, which is 
famous for its local cuisine. Although 
almost all of the food y ou encounter in a 
hawker center will be safe for eating, it is 
advisable to go for fr eshly cooked hot or 
soupy dishes.
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Do not drink tap water anywher e in 
Malaysia. If you ask for water, either make 
sure it’s boiled or buy mineral water. Oth-
erwise, drink r efrigerated canned bev er-
ages.
TAXES & SERVICE CHARGES  A 10% 
service charge and 5% government tax are 
levied in large r estaurants, but hawkers 
charge a flat price without tax.

MALAYSIAN CUISINE
A Malay meal always revolves around rice, 
accompanied with curries, fried chicken or 
fish, v egetable dishes, and small por tions 
of condiments, called sambal. S ome of 
these condiments can be harsh to for eign 
noses, particularly sambal belacan, which is 
made with extr emely pungent fermented 
shrimp paste. M alays also fav or seafood, 
especially fish, prawns, and squid. As all 
Malays ar e Muslim, y ou won’t find por k 
on the menu and most r estaurants ar e 
halal. Where you see mutton, most times 
it’s goat, which is pr eferred over lamb for 
its milder, less musty taste and smell.

A good example of a local fav orite is 
nasi lemak,  rice cooked in coconut milk 
and ser ved with fried chicken, prawn  
crackers, dried anchovies, a bit of egg, and 
a dar k, sw eet chili sauce. O ther fav orites 
are curr y-based dishes like kari ayam,  a 
mellow, almost creamy, golden curry with 
chunks of chicken meat and potatoes; and 
rendang, stewing beef with a dr y curr y 
that’s as sweet as it is savory. 

Probably the most famous Malay dish is 
satay, barbecued ske wers of marinated  
chicken, beef , or mutton that ar e dipped 
in a chili peanut sauce. Another great dish 
is ikan bakar, which is fish smother ed in 
chili sauce and grilled in foil o ver an open 
flame.

An inter esting local v ariation to tr y is 
Malay food influenced b y Indian Muslim 
cooking. Mamak, or Indian Muslim, stalls 
specialize in a dish called roti canai,  fried 
bread to be dipped in curr y or dhal cha  
(vegetarian curr y); as w ell as murtabak, 
which is br ead fried with egg, onion, and 
meat, which is also dipped in curr y. These 
dishes are best enjo yed with a cup of teh 
tarik, fr othy tea made with sw eetened 
condensed milk.

Regional v ariations ar e also notable, 
particularly when it comes to P enang, 
which is famous for its food. A per fect 
example of ho w region affects a dish can 
be found in laksa, a seafood noodle soup 
created b y the P eranakans. I n S ingapore, 
laksa has a rich, spicy coconut-based broth, 
almost like gravy. Alternately, Penang laksa 
is not coconut based, but is a fish br oth 
with a tangy and fier y flav or fr om sour 
tamarind and spicy bir d’s-eye chili. Yet 
another variation, Sarawak laksa also for-
goes coconut milk and instead focuses on 
a base of sambal belacan,  or fermented 
shrimp paste. There are as many variations 
of laksa as there are towns.

Tips  How to Eat Like a Malaysian

Many Malaysians eat with their right hands and off banana lea ves when they are 
having nasi padang or nasi kandar (rice with mixed dishes). This is absolutely 
acceptable. If you choose to follow suit, wash your hands first and tr y to use your 
right hand because the left is considered unclean (traditionally, it’s the hand used 
to wash after a visit to the toilet).
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Sarawak and Sabah also have their own 
unique cuisines, but mostly visitors will 
find typical M alay, Chinese, and I ndian 
dishes, but with local twists. O ne of my 
favorite purely indigenous dishes is umai, 

raw macker el seasoned with onion, chili, 
and salt, “cooked” in lime juice. I t can be 
found primarily in S arawak, but some-
times also in Sabah.
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Penang: Malaysia’s Food Capital
Penang is world famous for its street food. There is a lot of Chinese f ood, plus Per-
anakan favorites, due to the greater proportion of Chinese living on the island . 
Here you’ll find char kway teow (fried flat noodles with seafood), murtabak (mut-
ton, egg, and onion fried inside I ndian bread and dipped in dhal), and rojak (a 
spicy fruit and seafood salad), along with classics like fried spring r olls and satay.
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Compared with spic y Thailand t o the nor th and c osmopolitan 
Singapore to the south, M alaysia is a r elative secret to many fr om the West, and many 
travelers to Southeast Asia skip over it, opting for more heavily traversed routes.

Boy, are they missing out. Those who venture here wander through streets awash with 
international influences from colonial times and trek through mysterious rainforests and 
caves, sometimes without another tourist in sight. They relax peacefully under palms on 
lazy white beaches that fade into blue, blue waters. They spy the bright colors of batik 
sarongs hanging to dry in the breeze. They hear the melodic drone of the Muslim call to 
prayer seeping from exotic mosques. They taste culinar y masterpieces ser ved in modest 
local shops—from Malay with its deep mellow spices to succulent seafood punctuated by 
brilliant chili sauces. In Malaysia, I’m always thrilled to witness life without the distract-
ing glare of the tourism industr y, and I leave impressed by how accessible Malaysia is to 
outsiders while remaining true to its heritage.

Chapter 13 covers the major destinations of peninsular M alaysia. We begin with the 
country’s capital, Kuala Lumpur (KL), then tour the peninsula’s west coast—the cities of 
Johor Bahru, Melaka (Malacca), the hill resorts at Cameron and Genting Highlands, plus 
islands like the popular Penang, secluded Pangkor, and luxurious Langkawi. Chapter 14 
takes you up the east coast of the peninsula, through resort areas in Kuantan, Cherating, 
and Terengganu, plus the small and charming Tioman and Redang Islands. My coverage 
also includes Taman Negara National Park, peninsular Malaysia’s largest national forest. 
Finally, in chapter 15, w e cross the South China Sea to the island of Borneo, wher e the 
Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah feature Malaysia’s most impressive forests as well 
as unique and diverse cultures.

Malaysia is accessible to the rest of the world through its international airport in Kuala 
Lumpur. R egular flights also connect cities in the r egion to M alaysia’s many smaller 
international airports. Domestic flights provide access to all parts of the country, and you 
can also travel by car, bus, or train from Singapore or Thailand.

For additional help in planning y our trip and for mor e on-the-ground resources in 
Malaysia, please turn to Appendix B on p. 296.

Tourism M alaysia (www.tourismmalay-
sia.gov.my) provides excellent information 
by way of pamphlets and advice. The 
information includes w ebsites, brochures, 
pamphlets, and other information that is 
regularly updated. S pecific destinations 

like islands, national parks, and cities may 
also have brochures. 

Within M alaysia, each state or tourist 
destination has its own tourism board that 
operates a w ebsite and local offices for 
tourist information. These ar e also good 

1  V I S I TO R  I N F O R M AT I O N
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PASSPORTS
To enter M alaysia you must hav e a v alid 
passport. For information on obtaining a 
passport, please see “P assports” in Appen-
dix B (p. 296).

VISAS
Citizens of the U nited States do not need 
visas for tourism and business visits, and 
upon entr y ar e granted a S ocial/Business 
Visit Pass good for up to 3 months. Citi-
zens of Canada, A ustralia, New Zealand, 
and the U nited Kingdom can also enter 
the countr y without a visa and will be 
granted up to 3 months entr y as well. For 
other countries, please consult the near est 
Malaysian consulate befor e y our trip , for 
visa regulations. Also note: Travelers hold-
ing I sraeli passpor ts ar e not permitted to 
travel within M alaysia (like wise, M alay-
sians ar e forbidden fr om trav eling to  
Israel).

MEDICAL 
REQUIREMENTS
If you are arriving fr om an ar ea in which 
yellow fever has been reported, you will be 

required to show proof of yellow fever vac-
cination. Contact y our near est Tourism 
Malaysia office to see which ar eas fall into 
this category.

CUSTOMS
What You Can Bring into 
Malaysia
With r egard to curr ency, y ou can bring 
into the country as many foreign currency 
notes or traveler’s checks as you please, but 
amounts ex ceeding RM10,000 or its  
equivalent in for eign currency need to be 
declared.

Social visitors can enter Malaysia with 1 
liter of alcohol and 1 car ton of cigar ettes 
without paying duty—anything o ver that 
amount is subject to local taxes. Prohibited 
items include fir earms and ammunition, 
daggers and kniv es, and pornographic  
materials. Be advised that, similar to S in-
gapore, M alaysia enfor ces a v ery strict 
drug-abuse policy that includes the death 
sentence for convicted drug traffickers.
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sources for information, as they hav e on-
the-ground kno wledge that ’s mor e cur-
rent. For each destination, I have provided 

websites, telephone contacts, and locations 
of information offices.

There are two peak seasons  in M alaysia. 
One peak tourist season falls roughly from 
the beginning of D ecember to the end of 
January, co vering the major N orthern 
Hemisphere winter holidays—Christmas, 
New Year’s D ay, and Chinese N ew Year. 
Hari Raya P uasa, celebrating the end of 
Ramadan, shifts dates from year to year. If 
you plan to trav el to M alaysia ar ound 

September, I highly r ecommend calling 
Tourism Malaysia to find out exactly when 
this holiday will fall.

The second peak season falls in the 
months of June, July, and August, and can 
last into mid-S eptember. D uring this  
period, hotels ar e booked with families 
from the M iddle East, as this is school 
holiday season for many of the r egion’s 

2  E N T RY  R E Q U I R E M E N T S 
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countries. After September it’s quiet again 
until D ecember. Both seasons experience 
approximately equal tourist traffic, but in 
summer months that traffic may ebb and 
flow.

Singapore’s school holidays occur fr om 
mid-May through to the end of June, and 
again during N ovember and D ecember, 
when families are likely to flock to Malay-
sia’s seaside resorts, particularly the budget 
and midpriced pr operties. M alaysians in 
general ar e r elaxed about childr en when 
on holidays. I f you’re looking for an inti-
mate couples escape, tr y to av oid family 
resorts during this time. Malaysia’s school-
children ar e cut loose for about 1 to 2 
weeks in March, May, and August, with a 
longer break from mid-November through 
December.

CLIMATE
Climate considerations will play a r ole in 
your plans. If you want to visit any of the 
east-coast r esort ar eas, the lo w season is 
between November and March, when the 
monsoon tides make the water a little 
choppy for waterspor ts and beach activi-
ties. During this time, many island resorts 
may close. O n the w est coast, the rainy 
season is fr om A pril thr ough M ay, and 
again from October through November.

The temperature is basically static year-
round. Daily averages range from 67°F to 
90°F (21°C–32°C). Temperatures in the 
hill r esorts get a little cooler , av eraging 
67°F (21°C) during the day , 50°F (10°C) 
at night.

HOLIDAYS
During Malaysia’s official public holidays, 
expect government offices to be closed, as 
well as some shops and r estaurants, 
depending on the ethnicity of the shop 
owner or r estaurant o wner. D uring Hari 
Raya Puasa and Chinese New Year, you 
can expect many shop and restaurant clos-
ings. H owever, look out for special sales 
and celebrations. Also count on public 
parks, shopping malls, and beaches to be 
more crowded during public holidays, as 
locals will be taking adv antage of their 
time off.

Official public holidays fall as follo ws: 
New Year’s Day (Jan 1), Chinese New Year 
(Feb 14 –15, 2010), Prophet Muhammad’s 
Birthday (M ar), Labor D ay (M ay 1),  
Wesak Day (May 21, 2010), King’s Birth-
day (Jun 6), National Day (Aug 31), Hari 
Raya P uasa (also called E id al-F itr; S ept 
20–21, 2009; S ep 8, 2010), D eepavali 
(Nov 15, 2009; N ov 5, 2010), H ari Raya 
Haji (also called E id al-A dha; N ov 27, 
2009; Nov 14, 2010), and Christmas (Dec 
25). Note: P lease confirm all 2010 dates 
listed abo ve befor e y ou plan y our trip; 
some holidays vary, as they ar e dependent 
on the phases of the moon. I n addition, 
each state has a public holiday to celebrate 
the birthday of the state sultan.

For an exhaustiv e list of ev ents beyond 
those listed here, check http://events.from-
mers.com, where you’ll find a sear chable, 
up-to-the-minute roster of what’s happen-
ing in cities all over the world.

A
dep
pric
fligh
nati

M
airli
foun
very
they
Sou
tina

A
long
fligh

F
Airl
Los 

F
ers 
Airl
or t

F
Airl
Hea

F
(& 
Pert
and
to 
Coa

F
(& 
Auc

By
FRO
Tan
rail 
citie
Sing
nort
por
on K
from
pur 
S$6
take

4  G E T T I N G  T H E R E  A N D  G E T T I N G  A R O U N D

GETTING TO MALAYSIA
By Plane
Malaysia has fiv e international airpor ts—
at Kuala Lumpur, Penang, Langkawi, Kota 
Kinabalu, and K uching, although  

international flights come into some  
domestic airpor ts—and 15 domestic air-
ports, including K ota B haru, K uantan, 
and K uala Terengganu. S pecific airpor t 
information is listed for each city.
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A passenger ser vice charge, or airport 
departure tax, is incorporated in all ticket 
prices: RM5 ($1.45/90p) for domestic 
flights and RM40 ($12/£7.20) for inter-
national flights.

Malaysia Airlines  (www .malaysia
airlines.com) flies to six continents. I hav e 
found Malaysia Airlines ser vice to be of a 
very good standar d, not to mention that 
they hav e possibly the lo west rates to 
Southeast Asia from North American des-
tinations.

AirAsia (www .airasia.com) also flies  
long-haul flights to A ustralia and shor ter 
flights throughout the region. 

From the U nited S tates, Malaysia 
Airlines (& 800/552-9264) flies fr om 
Los Angeles and Newark/NYC.

From C anada, North American carri-
ers will hav e to connect with a M alaysia 
Airlines flight, in either East Asia, Europe, 
or the U.S.

From the United Kingdom, Malaysia 
Airlines (& 0870/607-9090) flies fr om 
Heathrow Airport to KL.

From A ustralia, Malaysia Airlines  
(& 132-627) flies dir ectly to KL fr om 
Perth, Adelaide, Sydney, and M elbourne, 
and via Sydney for Brisbane. AirAsia flies 
to P erth, M elbourne, and the G old 
Coast.

From New Zealand, Malaysia Airlines 
(& 0800/777-747) flies to KL fr om 
Auckland.

By Train
FROM SINGAPORE  The Keretapi 
Tanah Melayu Berhad (KTM), Malaysia’s 
rail system, operates trains that connect  
cities along the west coast of Malaysia with 
Singapore to the south and Thailand to the 
north. Trains depart daily fr om the Singa-
pore Railway Station (& 65/6222-5165) 
on Keppel Road in Tanjong Pagar, not far  
from the city center . Trains to Kuala Lum-
pur depar t daily for far es fr om S$34 to  
S$68 (US$23–US$46/£15–£31). The trip  
takes ar ound 7 hours on an ekspres train 

(avoid the 10pm mail train if y ou want to 
reach ther e befor e y our next bir thday). 
Kuala Lumpur’s KL Sentral railway station 
(& 03/2267-1200) is a 10-minute taxi 
ride from the center of to wn and is con-
nected to the Putra LRT, KL Monorail city 
public transpor tation trains, and the  
Express Rail Link (ERL) to Kuala Lumpur 
International Airport (KLIA).
FROM THAIL AND KTM’ s interna-
tional service departs from the Hua Lam-
phong Railway Station (& 662/223-7010 
or 662/223-7020) in Bangkok, with oper-
ations to Hua Hin, Surat Thani, Nakhon 
Si Thammarat, and H at Yai in Thailand’s 
southern peninsula. The final stop in  
Malaysia is at P adang Besar, so passage to 
KL will require you to catch a connecting 
train onward. The daily ser vice departs at 
2:45pm and takes approximately 20 hours 
from Bangkok to Butterworth. There is no 
first- or thir d-class ser vice on this train, 
only air-conditioned second class; an  
upper ber th goes for about US$20  
(S$30/£14), and lo wer is US$23  
(S$34/£16). The latter is roomier

For a fascinating journey fr om Thai-
land, you can catch the Eastern & Orient 
Express (E&O) (www.orient-express.
com), which operates a r oute betw een 
Chiang Mai and Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur, 
or S ingapore. Traveling in the luxurious 
style for which the O rient E xpress is 
renowned, y ou’ll finish the journey in 
about 42 hours. Your entr y-level cabin is 
Pullman, priced at US$3,240(S$4,836/
£2,176) per person double occupancy , 
with S tate and P residential S uites also 
available. Fares include meals on the train 
plus accommodation in B angkok at the 
Peninsula Hotel. Overseas reservations for 
the E&O E xpress can be made thr ough 
travel agents or b y booking online. F rom 
Singapore, M alaysia, and Thailand, 
contact the E&O office in S ingapore at 
& 65/6395-0678.

D

ome 
air-
tan, 
port 



198

P
L

A
N

N
IN

G
 Y

O
U

R
 T

R
IP

 T
O

 M
A

L
A

Y
S

IA

11

G
E

T
T

IN
G

 T
H

E
R

E
 &

 G
E

T
T

IN
G

 A
R

O
U

N
D

By Bus
From Singapore, there are many bus routes 
to Malaysia. If you want to travel on land, 
I personally pr efer the bus o ver the train 
from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur. Execu-
tive coaches operated b y Aeroline hav e 
huge seats that r ecline, ser ve a bo x lunch 
on boar d, and sho w mo vies. They also 
have express buses to v arious locations in 
KL and Penang. Call them in Singapore at 
& 65/6723-7222. B uses depar t fr om 
HarbourFront Centr e at 1 M aritime S q. 
for the 5-hour trip (S$49/US$33/£22  
one-way).

Buses to Johor Bahru and Melaka can be 
picked up at the B an S en terminal at  
the corner of Q ueen and Arab str eets. 
Call & 65/6292-8149 for buses to J ohor 
Bahru (S$2.40/US$1.60/£1.10) and &65/
6293-5915 for buses to M elaka (S$11/
US$7.35/£4.95).

From Thailand, you can grab a bus in 
either Bangkok or Hat Yai (in the southern 
part of the country) heading for Malaysia. 
I don ’t r ecommend the bus trip fr om 
Bangkok. It’s just far too long a journey to 
be confined to a bus. You’re better off tak-
ing the train. F rom Hat Yai, many buses 
leave regularly to northern Malaysian des-
tinations, par ticularly B utterworth (P en-
ang). Also be warned, the U.S. Department 
of State does not recommend U.S. citizens 
travel in cer tain par ts of southern Thai-
land due to terr orist violence near P attani 
and Narathiwat.

By Taxi (From Singapore)
From the J ohor-Singapore bus terminal  
at Queen and Arab str eets, the Singapore 
Johor Taxi Operators Association (& 65 /
6296-7054) can driv e you to Johor Bahru 
for S$40 (US$27/£18).

By Car
Major international car-r ental agencies  
operating in S ingapore will r ent cars that 
you can take over the causeway to Malay-
sia, but be prepared to pay a small fortune. 

They’re much cheaper if y ou r ent within 
the countr y. A t K uala L umpur I nterna-
tional Airport, find Avis at Counter B-16 
at the arriv al hall in the main terminal 
(& 03/8776-4540). Ther e’s another 
branch at the international airport in Pen-
ang ( 04/643-9633), or make a booking 
through www.avis.com.

GETTING AROUND
The modernization of M alaysia has made 
travel her e—whether it ’s b y plane, train, 
bus, taxi, or self-driv en car—easier and 
more convenient than ev er. Malaysia Air-
lines and AirAsia hav e ser vice to ev ery 
major destination within the peninsula 
and East Malaysia. Berjaya Air and Firefly 
service some cities and small islands. Buses 
have a massiv e w eb of r outes betw een 
every city and to wn. Train ser vice up the 
western coast and out to the east pr ovides 
even mor e options. And a unique trav el 
offering—the outstation taxi—is av ailable 
to and from most cities on the peninsula. 
All the options make it convenient enough 
for y ou to plan to hop fr om city to city 
and not waste too much precious vacation 
time.

By and large, all the modes of transpor-
tation between cities ar e reasonably com-
fortable. Air trav el can be the most costly 
of the alternativ es, followed by outstation 
taxis, then buses and trains.

By Plane
Malaysia Airlines  (& 1300/883-000; 
www.malaysiaairlines.com) links fr om its 
hub in Kuala Lumpur to the cities of Johor 
Bahru, Kota Bharu, Kota Kinabalu, Kuala 
Terengganu, K uantan, K uching, Lang-
kawi, Penang, and other smaller cities not 
covered in this v olume. Malaysia Airline’s 
national hot line ( & 1300/883-000) can 
be dialed fr om anywher e in the countr y. 
Individual airport information is provided 
in sections for each city that follows. One-
way domestic fares can average RM100 to 
RM400 ($29–$116/£18–£72).
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AirAsia (& 03/8775-4000; www.air
asia.com) competes with Malaysia Airlines 
with incredibly affordable rates. It links all 
the countr y’s major cities with far es that, 
on av erage, r un fr om RM40 and up  
($12/£7.20)—seriously.

Berjaya Air  (& 03/2149-3731; www.
berjaya-air.com) operates a small fleet of 
aircraft that ser vices KL to P angkor, Tio-
man, and Redang islands. 

Firefly (& 03/7845-4543; www .fire
flyz.com) has a small fleet that ser vices 
some peninsular and East Malaysian desti-
nations.

By Train
The Keretapi Tanah M elayu Berhad  
(KTM) provides train ser vice throughout 
peninsular M alaysia. Trains r un fr om 
north to south betw een the Thai bor der 
and Singapore, with stops including B ut-
terworth (P enang), K uala L umpur, and 
Johor B ahru. There is a second line that 
branches off at G emas, midway betw een 
Johor Bahru and KL, and heads nor theast 
to Tempas near K ota B haru. Fares range 
from RM70 ($20/£13) for first-class  
between Johor B ahru and KL, to RM95 
($28/£17) for first-class passage betw een 
Johor B ahru and B utterworth. Train sta-
tion information is pr ovided for each city 
under individual city headings in the fol-
lowing chapters.

By Bus
Malaysia’s intercity coach system is exten-
sive and inexpensiv e, but I don ’t r eally 
recommend it. With the ex ception of 
executive coach services between KL, Pen-
ang, and S ingapore, which ar e ex cellent, 
standard coaches get dir tier and dir tier 
each year, maintenance issues ar e a ques-
tion mark, and r oad safety is a r oll of the 
dice. Still, if y ou must, for each city co v-
ered, I’ve listed bus terminal locations, but 
scheduling information must be obtained 
from the bus company itself .

By Taxi
You can take special hir ed cars, called out-
station taxis,  between every city and state  
on the peninsula. Rates depend on the dis-
tance you plan to travel. They are fixed and 
stated at the beginning of the trip but many 
times can be bargained do wn. I n K uala 
Lumpur, go to the second lev el of the  
Puduraya B us Terminal to find cabs that  
will take y ou outside the city , or call the  
Kuala L umpur O utstation Taxi S ervice 
Station (& 03/2078-0213). A taxi fr om 
KL to M elaka will cost y ou approximately 
RM150 ($44/£27), KL to Cameron High-
lands RM240 ($70/£43), KL to B utter-
worth or J ohor Bahru RM320 ($93/£58).  
Outstation taxi stand locations are included 
under each individual city heading in the  
following chapters. These cars ar e usually  
basic older-model sedans.

Also, within each of the smaller cities,  
feel free to negotiate with unmeter ed taxis  
for hourly, half-day, or daily rates. I t’s an  
excellent way to get ar ound for sightseeing  
and shopping without transpor tation has-
sles. Hourly rates are anywhere from RM30 
to RM60 ($8.70–$17/£5.40–£11).

By Car
The cities along the west coast of the pen-
insula ar e linked b y the N orth–South 
Highway. There are rest areas with toilets, 
food outlets, and emergency telephones at 
intervals along the way. There is also a toll 
that v aries depending on the distance 
you’re traveling.

Driving along the east coast of Malaysia 
is actually much mor e pleasant than driv-
ing along the w est coast. The highway is 
narrower and older , but it takes y ou 
through oil palm and r ubber plantations, 
and the essence of kampung Malaysia per-
meates thr oughout. As y ou near villages, 
you’ll often have to slow down and swerve 
past cows and goats, which are really quite 
oblivious to oncoming traffic. You have to 
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get very close to honk at them before they 
move.

The speed limit on highways is  
110kmph (68 mph). O n the minor high-
ways, the limit ranges from 70 to 90kmph 
(43–56 mph). D o not speed, as ther e are 
traffic police strategically situated ar ound 
certain bends.

Distances betw een major to wns ar e: 
from KL to J ohor B ahru, 368km (228 
miles); fr om KL to M elaka, 144km (89 
miles); from KL to Kuantan, 259km (161 
miles); fr om KL to B utterworth, 369km 
(229 miles); from Johor Bahru to Melaka, 

224km (139 miles); fr om Johor Bahru to 
Kuantan, 325km (202 miles); fr om Johor 
Bahru to M ersing, 134km (83 miles); 
from Johor Bahru to Butterworth, 737km 
(657 miles).

To r ent a car in M alaysia, y ou must 
produce a driver’s license from your home 
country that shows you have been driving 
at least 2 y ears. There are desks for major 
car-rental services at the international air-
ports in K uala Lumpur and P enang, and 
additional outlets throughout the country 
(see individual city sections in later chap-
ters for this information).
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Malaysian Ringgit Conversion Chart

RM   US$   UK£

0.10  0.03   0.02

0.20  0.06   0.04

0.50  0.15   0.09

1.00  0.29   0.18

2.00  0.58   0.36

5.00  1.45   0.90

10.00  2.90   1.80

20.00  5.80   3.60

50.00  14.50   9.00

100.00  29.00   18.00

500.00  145.00   90.00

1,000.00  290.00   180.00
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CURRENCY
Malaysia’s currency is the Malaysian ring-
git. Prices are marked as RM (a designa-
tion I’ ve used thr oughout this book).  
Notes ar e issued in denominations of 
RM1, RM2, RM5, RM10, RM20, RM50, 
and RM100. O ne ringgit is equal to 100 

sen. Coins come in denominations of 5, 
10, 20, and 50 sen.

In 2005 Malaysia ended a 7-year peg of 
the ringgit at RM3.80 to US$1. N ow, the 
country uses a managed float system that 
measures the curr ency against a basket of 
several major curr encies. A t the time of 

5  M O N E Y  & CO S T S
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writing, 1 ringgit was wor th US29¢ and 
UK18p—this is the conv ersion rate I’ ve 
used for this guide.

Currency can be changed at banks and 
hotels, but you’ll get a more favorable rate 
if you go to one of the moneychangers that 
seem to be ev erywhere; in shopping cen-
ters, in lanes, and in small stor es—just 
look for signs. They are often men in tiny 
booths with a display on the wall behind 
them showing the exchange rate. All major 
currencies are accepted, and there is never 
a problem with the U.S. dollar , except for 
dirty and old notes.

ATMS
Automated teller machines (A TMs) ar e 
found thr oughout the countr y, especially 
where tourists frequent. They will be hard 
to find on smaller islands and r emote 
beach areas. In addition, some ATMs may 

not accept credit cards or debit cards from 
your home bank. I hav e found that debit 
cards on the M asterCard/Cirrus or Visa/
Plus networks are almost always accepted 
at Maybank, with at least one location in 
every major to wn. Cash is dispensed in 
ringgit deducted from your account at the 
day’s rate.

CREDIT CARDS
Credit cards are widely accepted at hotels 
and restaurants, and at many shops as well. 
Most popular are American Express, Mas-
terCard, and Visa. Some banks may also 
be willing to adv ance cash against y our 
credit car d, but y ou hav e to ask ar ound 
because this ser vice is not av ailable every-
where.

In M alaysia, to r eport a lost or stolen 
card, call American E xpress at its head 
office in K uala L umpur ( & 03/2161-

What Things Cost in Kuala Lumpur RM US$ UK£

Taxi from the airport to city center 70.00– 20.30– 12.60–
 150.00 43.50 27.00
Local telephone call (3 min.) 0.30 0.09 0.05
Double room at an expensive hotel (Hilton) 466.00 135.14 83.88
Double room at a moderate hotel 345.00 100.05 62.10
 (Meliá Kuala Lumpur) 
Double room at an inexpensive hotel  295.00 85.55 53.10
 (S wiss-Inn) 
Dinner for one at an expensiv e restaurant 100.00 29.00 18.00
 (Al Nafourah) 
Dinner for one at a moderate r estaurant 50.00– 14.50– 9.00–
 (Sao Nam) 70.00 20.30 12.60
Dinner for one at an inexpensiv e 40.00 11.60 7.20
 restaurant (hawker stall) 
Glass of beer 8.00– 2.32– 1.44–
 25.00 7.25 4.50
Coca-Cola 2.00– 0.58– 0.36–
 8.00 2.32 1.44
Cup of coffee at common coffee shop 1.50 0.44 0.27
Cup of coffee in a hotel 12.00 3.48 2.16
Roll of 36-exposure color print film 15.00 4.35 2.70
Admission to the National Museum 2.00 0.58 0.36
Movie ticket 10.00 2.90 1.80
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4000); for MasterCard, call & 800/804-
594; and for Visa, call & 800/800-159. 
Both numbers are toll-free from anywhere 
in the countr y. For more on cr edit cards 
and what to do if y our wallet gets stolen, 
see Appendix B: Malaysia Fast Facts.

TRAVELER’S CHECKS
American Express and Thomas Cook trav-
eler’s checks can be cashed at banks,  
hotels, and licensed money changers. 
Unfortunately, they are often not accepted 
at smaller shops. F or mor e on trav eler’s 
checks, see chapter 3.
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6  H E A LT H

STAYING HEALTHY
Whether you are exploring a city, the rain-
forest, or the beach, y ou’ll need to protect 
yourself fr om exposur e to sun and heat. 
Drink plenty of fluids and av oid the out-
doors during the middle of the day , if 
possible. Day or night, mosquito repellent 
is a must. 

COMMON AILMENTS
TROPICAL ILLNESSES  Malaria has  
not been a continual thr eat in most par ts 
of Malaysia, even Malaysian Borneo. Den-
gue fever, on the other hand, which is also 
carried by mosquitoes, remains a constant 
threat in most areas, especially rural parts. 
Dengue, if left untr eated, may cause fatal 
internal hemorrhaging, so if y ou come 
down with a sudden fev er or skin rash, 
consult a physician immediately. There are 
no prophylactic treatments for dengue; the 
best protection is to w ear plenty of insect 
repellent—the breed of mosquito that car-
ries dengue bites during the day , as  
opposed to malaria-carrying ones that bite 
at dusk. Choose a pr oduct that contains 
DEET or is specifically formulated to be 
effective in the tropics.

In 2003, SARS seemed to skip right 
over M alaysia, but Avian I nfluenza, or 
Bird Flu, has found its way her e, particu-
larly in the nor thern state of K elantan. 

The U nited S tates Centers for D isease 
Control (CDC) then advised trav elers to 
Malaysia to avoid contact with live or raw 
poultry.
DIETARY RED  FL AGS The tap water  
in KL is supposedly potable, but I don ’t 
recommend drinking it—in fact, I don ’t 
recommend drinking tap water anywher e 
in Malaysia. Bottled water is inexpensiv e 
enough and r eadily av ailable at conv e-
nience stor es and food stalls. F ood pr e-
pared in hawker centers is generally  
safe—I have yet to experience trouble, and 
I’ll eat almost anywher e. If you buy fr esh 
fruit, wash it w ell with bottled water , and 
carefully peel the skin if y ou ar e r eally 
concerned.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU GET 
SICK AWAY FROM HOME
Consult a physician if y ou develop a high 
fever or diarrhea that lasts longer than 24 
hours. My r ecommendation, if y ou need 
medical attention, is to consult the man-
ager of your hotel or resort. All hotels and 
resorts have reputable general practitioners 
on call who speak E nglish. F or extr eme 
emergencies, hotel staff kno ws the closest 
hospital and best way to get ther e.

We list additional emergency num-
bers in Appendix B, p. 297.
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Malaysia has been having an unfor tunate 
problem with thiev ery. “S natch thiev es” 
are becoming bolder and bolder, riding on 
motorcycles thr ough heavily populated  
areas in KL, Johor Bahru, and other cities, 
snatching handbags fr om women’s shoul-
ders. Some victims have been dragged and 
seriously injured. When you’re out, don ’t 
wear your handbag on your side that’s fac-
ing the str eet, or better y et, don’t carr y a 
handbag at all.

The first thing I do when I check into a 
hotel is put my passpor t, international 
tickets, extra cash, and trav eler’s checks, 
plus any credit or ATM card I do not have 
immediate plans to use, straight into the 
safe, either in my r oom or behind the 
hotel’s front desk.

Be careful when trav eling on overnight 
trains and buses wher e there are opportu-
nities for theft. K eep your valuables close 
to you as you sleep.

ease 
s to 
raw 

ater 
on’t 
on’t 
here 
sive 

nve-
pre-
rally 
and 
resh 
and 

eally 

T 
E
high 
n 24 
need 
man-

and 
ners 
eme 

osest 

um-

TRAVELERS WITH 
DISABILITIES
Traveling in dev eloping countries is a 
daunting task for disabled people, and 
Malaysia is no ex ception. While airlines 
and most luxur y hotels hav e facilities for 
guests in wheelchairs, most ev ery attrac-
tion, shopping mall, restaurant, and mode 
of public transportation provide no acces-
sibility at all. I n urban centers, side walks 
are nonexistent, buckled, or clutter ed. At 
the time of writing, there were no inbound 
tour operators specializing in tours for 
travelers with disabilities.

Two organizations that can offer assis-
tance ar e the Malaysian A ssociation for 
the B lind (www .mab.org.my) and the 
Society of the O rthopaedically H andi-
capped Malaysia (www.pocam.org). 

GAY & LESBIAN 
TRAVELERS
Malaysia is a tolerant society that rar ely 
criticizes others in public, so gay and les-
bian trav elers tend to be w elcomed and 
treated like other trav elers, although pub-
lic affection for straights or gays and 

lesbians is usually fr owned upon. As in 
many countries, the rural areas of Malaysia 
tend to be more conservative than the cit-
ies and, therefore, gay and lesbian travelers 
will have to respect the values and customs 
of their hosts. The east coast of the penin-
sula is another conservative area.

In the big cities, there are clubs and bars 
where visitors of all persuasion ar e w el-
come. By asking around, it usually doesn’t 
take long to find out those locations that 
are most w elcoming of gay and lesbian 
patrons.

SENIOR TRAVELERS
Seniors hav e fe w discounts in M alaysia, 
except at some attractions, wher e they 
might pay a bit less—but it ’s usually such 
a small discount that it ’s har dly wor th 
pulling out y our passpor t. H owever, 
Malaysia offers gr eat incentiv es to lur e 
potential r etirees to the countr y under a 
program called Malaysia M y S econd 
Home; check out www .mm2h.com for 
incentives on purchasing a house, car, and 
education, as well as details on tax breaks.

7  S A F E T Y

8  S P E C I A L I Z E D  T RAV E L  R E S O U R C E S
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WOMEN TRAVELERS
As a woman who has trav eled solo to all 
corners of Malaysia and back again, I can 
honestly say I hav e never once felt thr eat-
ened. H owever, my trav el philosophy is 
“When in Rome . . . .” Like Malay women, 
I wear long skirts or pants, and shir ts that 
cover the tops of my arms. I always carry a 
scarf in my bag in case etiquette r equires I 
cover my head. I find many doors open to 
me when the locals feel I am r espectful of 
their ways.

JEWISH TRAVELERS
Travelers with I sraeli passpor ts ar e not 
permitted to enter M alaysia. If you are of 
Jewish heritage and carr y a passpor t from 
a country other than I srael, I r ecommend 
you do wnplay y our heritage. M alaysian 
politicians have been known to make anti-
Semitic comments in public, sentiments 
that, unfor tunately, carr y o ver into some 
sections of the general population.
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Sustainable tourism  is conscientious  
travel. I t means being car eful with the 
environments you explore and r especting 
the communities y ou visit. Two o verlap-
ping components of sustainable trav el are 
ecotourism and ethical tourism. 

Malaysia naturally lends itself to ecot-
ourism, as many par ts of the countr y are 
covered in primar y v egetation, although 
logging and agricultural expansion hav e 
taken their toll. M alaysia’s best natural 
experiences are found in places like Taman 
Negara, E ndau R ompin, par ts of Lang-
kawi, and S arawak and S abah on the 
island of Borneo . S eek out natural eco 
adventures in Kinabalu Park, Turtle Islands 
Park, Danum V alley, Tabin W ildlife 
Reserve, and the Lo wer Kinabatangan  
River in Sabah. In Sarawak, similar experi-
ences can be had in national par ks like 
Gunung M ulu, B ako, B atang Ai, and 
Gunung Gading. 

The new travel buzz word is responsible 
tourism, which incorporates the principles 
of ecotourism, natur e-based tourism, and 
sustainable tourism. N ot all operators in 
Malaysia “walk the talk,” so potential par-
ticipants in cer tain activities need to r ead 
the finer detail or between the lines. Wild 

Asia (www .wildasia.net), established in 
1998 as a grassr oots w eb initiativ e, pr o-
vides independent assessments of natural 
sites, attractions, and Asian ecotourism 
products.

Some of M alaysia’s longest-established 
and most r eputable ecotourism operators 
include Asian Ov erland S ervices (head 
office: & 03/4252-9100; fax 03/4257-
1133; www .asianoverland.com.my), with 
offices in KL, Langkawi, P enang, K ota 
Kinabalu, and Kuching. They also operate 
one of the countr y’s leading gr een hotels, 
the Frangipani Langkawi R esort and 
Spa (& 04/952-0000; fax 04/952-0001; 
www.frangipanilangkawi.com). I n S abah, 
Wilderness E xpeditions (& 089/219-
616; fax 089/214-570; www .wildlife-
expeditions.com) offers tours to all the 
state’s leading natural ar eas. One of S ara-
wak’s most r espected eco-touring compa-
nies is Borneo A dventure (& 082/ 
245-175; fax 082/422-626; www .bor-
neoadventure.com), with offices in K uch-
ing, M iri, and K ota Kinabalu (in  
neighboring S abah). They offer tours to 
Bario, B intulu, M ulu, and v arious long-
houses.

9  S U S TA I N A B L E  TO U R I S M
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SPECIAL-INTEREST 
TOURS
Most of the large inbound tour operators 
offer special-interest programs and should 
be contacted directly by those with specific 
needs and r equirements. Asian Overland 
Services (head office: & 03/4252-9100; 
fax 03/4257-1133; www .asianoverland.
com.my), with offices in KL, Langkawi, 
Penang, K ota Kinabalu, and K uching, 
offers pr ograms such as adv entures to 

Belum Valley, M alaysian ancient civiliza-
tion (visits to B ujang Valley Archaeologi-
cal S ite in K edah and U lu M uda E co 
Park), Taman N egara home stays, Lem-
anak longhouse stay (S arawak), diving off 
Sipidan I sland, and a M alaysia gourmet 
tour. Mayflower (& 03/6252-1888; fax 
03/6257-0416; www .mayflower.com) is  
another inbound operator that offers gen-
eralist tours as w ell as specialist golf , rail, 
and diving packages.
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Award–winning and internationally  
acclaimed Asian Overland Services (head 
office: & 03/4252-9100; fax 03/4257-
1133; www .asianoverland.com.my) has  
been operating in M alaysia since 1976. 
They also happen to be one of the coun-

try’s most sensitiv e tour operators with 
regard to the envir onment and local cul-
tures. They can plan anything from rugged 
adventure tours to fantasy honeymoons. 
They have offices in KL, Langkawi, P en-
ang, Kota Kinabalu, and Kuching.

10  PAC K AG E S  F O R  T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T 
T R AV E L E R

11  S P E C I A L - I N T E R E S T  T R I P S

MEDICAL TRIPS
Malaysia has been attracting medical tour-
ists who come for quality ser vices in a 
number of state-of-the-art, internationally 
accredited hospitals staffed b y Western-
trained physicians. While cost-cutting is 
typically the main motiv ation for such 
trips, other factors include priv acy issues 
and holiday do wn-time during r ecupera-
tion.

Tourism M alaysia r ecommends two  
organizations, Malaysia H ealthcare 
(www.malaysiahealthcare.com) and Medi-
Travel (www.meditravel.com.my), both of 
whom can help trav elers plan their medi-
cal needs, link them with specialists appro-
priate to their cases, and help plan all 
aspects of travel.

FOOD TRIPS
Travelers who ar e inter ested in learning 
more about M alaysian food should con-
tact Foodies and F riends (www.foodiesn
friends.com.my) for details on wher e best 
to pursue such activities, including cook-
ing classes for childr en. Cuisine S tudio 
(www.cuisine-studio.net) in K uala L um-
pur conducts cooking classes, as w ell as 
operates two ex cellent r estaurants in the 
city. One of the best places to learn about 
the intricacies of M alay cooking is with 
Shukri Shafie (“Cook with S hook”), who 
conducts such classes in a delightful set-
ting on the island of Langkawi. H e also 
operates a beachside r estaurant on Lang-
kawi called The Lighthouse  (www .the
lighthouse-langkawi.com).
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VOLUNTEER & WORKING 
TRIPS
The World Wide F und for N ature (or 
World Wildlife Fund; & 03/7803-3772; 
fax 03/7803-5157; www.wwf.org.my) can 
provide assistance to those who are seeking 

to do some natur e v olunteering in the 
country, or at least direct potential visitors 
to those organizations or locations wher e 
this could be possible. R esumes should be 
forwarded directly to careersjob@wwf.org.
my.
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12  S TAY I N G  CO N N E C T E D

TELEPHONES
To place a call fr om your home country 
to Malaysia: Dial the international access 
code (011 in the U.S. and Canada; 0011 
in A ustralia; or 00 in the U.K., I reland, 
and New Zealand), plus the countr y code 
(60), plus the M alaysia ar ea code (Cam-
eron H ighlands 5, D esaru 7, G enting 
Highlands 9, Johor Bahru 7, Kuala Lum-
pur 3, Kuala Terengganu 9, Kota Bharu 9, 
Kota Kinabalu 88, K uantan 9, K uching 
82, Langkawi 4, M elaka 6, M ersing 7, 
Penang 4, Tioman 9), followed by the six-, 
seven-, or eight-digit phone number (for 
example, from the U.S. to Kuala Lumpur, 
you’d dial 011-60-3/0000-0000).

The nation ’s fix ed telephone pr ovider, 
Telekom Malaysia, also pr ovides Interna-
tional Direct Dialing (IDD) services from 
most better hotels. 

To place a dir ect inter national call 
from M alaysia: D ial the international 
access code (00), plus the countr y code of 
the place you are dialing (U.S. and Canada 
1, Australia 61, R epublic of I reland 353, 
New Zealand 64, U.K. 44), plus the ar ea/
city code and the residential number.

To r each the international operator: 
Dial & 108.

Prepaid international calling car ds ar e 
available from a number of companies and 
can be pur chased at most conv enience 
stores. B e warned that not all phones 

accept all cards—most likely card-operated 
phones are located next to the shops that 
sell corresponding cards. 

With widespr ead mobile phone usage, 
coin-operated phones are becoming a scar-
city. If you find one, local calls are charged 
at 10 sen for 3 minutes.

To place a call within M alaysia: You 
must use ar ea codes if calling betw een 
states. Note that for calls within the coun-
try, ar ea codes ar e pr eceded b y a z ero 
(Cameron H ighlands 05, D esaru 07,  
Genting H ighlands 09, J ohor B ahru 07, 
Kuala Lumpur 03, K uala Terengganu 09, 
Kota Bharu 09, Kota Kinabalu 088, Kuan-
tan 09, K uching 082, Langkawi 04,  
Melaka 06, M ersing 07, P enang 04, Tio-
man 09).

For local dir ectory assistance: D ial 
& 103.

CELLPHONES
Cellular telephone services are provided by 
Celcom, DiGi, Maxis, and Telekom Cel-
lular. Celcom sells a Malaysia prepaid SIM 
card that can be used with an international 
cellular phone that assigns a local tele-
phone number, allows free incoming calls, 
and provides a local rate for local calls. I t 
can be obtained befor e y ou trav el via 
Telestial (& 800/707-0031 in the U.S.; 
800/795-252 in A ustralia; www .telestial.
com), with courier deliv ery. Telestial also 
rents cellphones. 
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In KL, visit Celcom at Lev els 1 & 2, 
Podium Block Menara Naluri, 161B Jalan 
Ampang (not far from the Malaysia Tour-
ism Centre). Or at KL I nternational Air-
port in the I nternational Arriv al H all, 
Level 3, in the M ain Terminal B uilding. 
Throughout Malaysia, contact Celcom at 
& 1300/111-000, www.celcom.com.my. 
Stored-value car ds can be topped up at 
convenience stores, gas stations, and Cel-
com outlets throughout the country.

INTERNET & E-MAIL
With Your Own Computer
A gr owing number of better hotels no w 
include Wi-Fi in guestrooms. If your hotel 
doesn’t have Wi-Fi service, you can surf at 

a number of centrally located cafes that 
can be found in the central ar eas of the 
country’s larger cities. With the exception 
of budget accommodations, all hotels have 
broadband internet connection in guest-
rooms.

Without Your Own 
Computer
Internet cafes can be found in every corner 
of the countr y, par ticularly in ar eas fr e-
quented by backpackers, near guesthouses, 
and in major shopping malls. Charges 
range from as low as RM4 (US$1.15/70p) 
per hour in cities to RM10 (US$2.90/£1.80) 
per hour in more remote destinations. 
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Peak months of the year for hotels in west-
ern peninsular M alaysia ar e D ecember 
through February and J uly thr ough S ep-
tember. For the east coast, the busy times 
are July through September. You will need 
to make r eservations w ell in adv ance to 
secure your room during these months.

TAXES & SER VICE CHARGES  All the 
nonbudget hotels charge a 10% ser vice 
charge and 5% go vernment tax. As such, 
there is no need to tip. But bellhops could 
be tipped at least RM2 (60¢/35p) per 
bag.

13  T I P S  O N  A CCO M M O D AT I O N S
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Suggested Itineraries 
Malaysia

Most visitors to Malaysia will arrive 
at K uala L umpur’s (KL ’s) international 
airport, spend a day in the capital, then 
run ar ound the countr y tr ying to see as 
much as they can in a shor t span of time. 
While it ’s natural to want to maximiz e 
your vacation time, I am of the philosophy 
that to tr y to pack too much into y our 
holiday will actually detract fr om y our 
overall trav el experience. I’ ve advised  
countless people on their trips and hav e 
been horrified to see some of the itinerar-
ies put together b y w ell-meaning but ill-
informed travel agents in the West. All are 
absolutely exhausting, some physically  
impossible. I r ecommend that y ou see no 
more than thr ee destinations in 1 w eek, 
preferably only two . That way y ou hav e 
time not just to see the sights, but to stop 
and feel the rhythm of local life—to eat 
the food, smell the smells, speak with the 
people.

The itineraries I’ ve suggested in this 
chapter ar e all based on 1-w eek stays in 
Malaysia. Each itinerary differs depending 
on y our point of inter est: D o y ou like 
historical sights and museums? D o y ou 
want to appreciate nature and explore the 

great outdoors? O r do y ou just want 
to r elax on the best beaches, scuba, or 
snorkel? 

A major consideration when planning 
your trip is the heat! Especially if y ou’re 
not used to it, the heat and humidity can 
sap the energy fr om y ou. B y the time 
you’ve finished lunch, y ou’ll bar ely hav e 
the stamina to keep up with the r est of 
your planned activities. Combined with 
jet lag, you’ll be asleep befor e dinner. Not 
a swell time. Keep daily itineraries simple, 
and make time for afternoon coffee or 
tea!

Also, when flying betw een cities, bud-
get your time like this: One flight will take 
about a half-day . So if y ou’re flying fr om 
Penang to KL, set aside either a whole 
morning or a whole afternoon for the 
flight. That will include airpor t transfers 
and whatnot. Along the same lines, all 
domestic flights either originate or end up 
in KL. What this means is, if you’re flying 
from Penang to, say, Kota Kinabalu, you’ll 
fly fr om P enang to KL in the morning, 
have lunch in the airpor t, then spend the 
afternoon flying fr om KL to K ota Kina-
balu. It will take a whole day.

Malaysia’s territor y co vers peninsular  
Malaysia—bordering Thailand in the  
north just acr oss fr om S ingapore in the 
south—and two states on the island of 
Borneo, S abah and S arawak, appr oxi-
mately 240km (149 miles) east acr oss the 

South China Sea. All 13 of its states total 
329,749 sq. km (128,602 sq. miles) of 
land. O f this ar ea, P eninsular M alaysia 
makes up about 132,149 sq. km (51,538 
sq. miles) and contains 11 of Malaysia’s 13 
states: K edah, P erlis, P enang, and P erak 

1  M A L AYS I A’S  R E G I O N S  I N  B R I E F
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are in the northwest; Kelantan and Tereng-
ganu are in the northeast; Selangor, Negeri 
Sembilan, and M elaka are about midway 
down the peninsula on the w estern side; 
Pahang, along the east coast, sprawls  
inward to co ver most of the central ar ea 
(which is mostly for est pr eserve); and 
Johor covers the entir e southern tip fr om 
east to west, with two vehicular causeways 
linking it to Singapore, just over the Strait 
of Johor. Kuala Lumpur, the nation’s capi-
tal, appears on a map to be located in the 
center of the state of S elangor, but it is 

actually a federal district similar to Wash-
ington, D.C., in the United States.

On Borneo, S arawak and S abah shar e 
the landmass with Indonesia’s Kalimantan. 
Also sharing the island, in a tiny nook on 
the Sarawak coast, is the tiny oil-rich S ul-
tanate of Brunei Darussalam.

Back on the peninsula, the major cities 
can be found closer to the coastline, many 
having built on old trade or mining settle-
ments, usually near one of M alaysia’s 
many rivers.
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2  M A L AYS I A  F O R  H I S TO RY  B U F F S  & 
C U LT U R E  V U LT U R E S

This route brings you to Peninsular Malaysia’s most historically significant destinations: 
Kuala Lumpur, Penang, and M alacca. You’ll learn about the earliest trading por ts and 
colonial history, and have time to shop and savor local treats.

Days 1 & 2: Arrive in 
Kuala Lumpur
After arriving in M alaysia’s capital city , 
allow yourself a full day to recover and just 
spend y our time wandering thr ough the 
city’s streets. Start at Merdeka Square, the 
focal point of colonial KL. Just behind the 
Moorish Sultan Abdul Samad Building, in 
the streets surrounding the Jame Mosque, 
you’ll find KL’s Little India of sor ts. Con-
tinue your walk to the Central Market 
, where nearby coffee shops can pr ovide a 
place to rest. After exploring stall after stall 
of M alaysian handicrafts at the Central 
Market, if y ou still hav e time and energy , 
cross the str eet to Chinatown, wher e 
you’ll find more shopping, a str eet bazaar, 
and the Sri Mahamariaman Hindu Tem-
ple. See p. 227.

Day 3: Melaka (Malacca) 
Take an early-morning bus to Melaka and 
spend the day exploring the town’s historic 
heart. The most impor tant things to see 
here ar e the Stadthuys  (p. 238), the 
history museum, located in the har d-to-
miss r ed colonial building; the Cultural 
Museum  (p . 237),  in a r eplica of a 
Malay-style palace; and the Baba Nyonya 
Heritage M useum  (p . 237), located 
inside an old millionair e’s mansion. From 
the Baba Nyonya Museum, head to Jonker 
Walk to wander thr ough temples and 
antiques shops. See p. 239.

Day 4: Penang
Take an early-morning bus back to KL, 
then board a flight to Penang. Allow 1 day 
for the journey. Check into y our resort at 
Batu F eringgi so that when y ou arriv e, 

you can unwind with a cocktail as y ou 
watch the setting sun fr om the beach. See 
p. 245.

Day 5: Georgetown 
Here’s what I hav e to say about G eorge-
town: D on’t plan y our time too closely . 
Start off at the Penang Museum and Ar t 
Gallery  (p. 249), wher e you’ll get a 
brilliant o verview of the island ’s histor y 
and cultur es, then just spend y our time 
walking thr ough the str eets. A ttractions 
are all situated within walking distance, 
but don’t r ush: Take time to peek in the 
shop doors and snack on the local tr eats 
you’ll find along the way . J ust make  
sure you’re at the Cheong Fatt Tze Man-
sion  (p. 245) in time for the 11am 
or 3pm tour—consider it a must! After-
ward, mosey over to the E&O Hotel  
(p. 245) for either lunch or high tea in the 
old colonial dame. See p. 241.

Day 6: Penang Hill
The funicular train up the side of P enang 
Hill was built in 1923 to take British colo-
nials up to the cooler climate of the hill, 
where they built lovely country homes and 
gardens. Get there before 9am to beat the 
long queue. A t the top of the hill, y ou’ll 
find restaurants, temples, and trails, one of 
which will lead you down to the botanical 
gardens. See p. 250.

Days 7 & 8: Back to KL 
Hop a flight back to KL to pr epare for 
your return home. I f you have time, y ou 
can stock up on gifts at KL Craft Com-
plex (p . 228)—y ou’ll find something for 
everyone on your list, in all price ranges, at 
this handicrafts showroom. See p. 215.
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Days 1–3: Kuala Lumpur & 
Melaka
Follow the itinerar y in “Malaysia for His-
tory Buffs & Culture Vultures,” above, for 
Days 1, 2, and 3. 

Days 4–7: Taman Negara 
National Park 
Take an early-morning bus back fr om 
Melaka to KL, then boar d an afternoon 
bus to Malaysia’s premier and most acces-
sible national par k. Hop a boat upstr eam 

to the r esort and check in for a good 
night’s r est. Taman N egara can be done 
very nicely in a full-boar d package. You’ll 
have the chance to jungle-tr ek, traverse a 
canopy walk, vie w wildlife fr om obser va-
tion stations, go on a night tr ek, river-raft 
and fish, and meet O rang Asli communi-
ties. See p. 229.

Days 7 & 8: Back to KL
See Days 7 and 8 in “Malaysia for History 
Buffs & Culture Vultures,” above.

3  M A L AYS I A  F O R  T R E E - H U G G E R S  & 
T H R I L L  S E E K E R S 

This route gives you some choices, depending on y our par ticular interests. Peninsular 
Malaysia’s Taman Negara preserve is hopping distance fr om KL, so if y ou want to mix 
history and nature, it’s very easy to combine an o vernight trip to Melaka with a 3-night 
package to the par k—I have included this itinerar y below. If you want to delv e deeper 
into rainforest habitats, fly to Kota Kinabalu and sign up for a tour of the area’s national 
parks; specialty trips take you into wildlife preserves or trekking up Mt. Kinabalu. I f it’s 
indigenous cultures you’d like to visit, fly out to Sarawak, spend a day exploring Kuching, 
then join a boat trip into the interior to visit longhouse communities. The diverse range 
of for ests in S abah and S arawak offers all kinds of adv entures, fr om natur e walks to 
animal sanctuaries, to cave exploring or white-water rafting. 
 Remember, if you go the outdoor adventure route, be sure to check monsoon seasons 
with your adventure tour coordinator. You don’t want the rains to wash out your trek, or 
the dry season to take the thrill out of your white-water rapids. Also, for dive tours you’ll 
have to allo w extra time betw een flights and div es, for y our body to acclimate to the 
change in altitudes. 

Days 1 & 2: Arrive in 
Kuala Lumpur
After arriving in M alaysia’s capital city , 
allow yourself a full day to recover and just 
spend y our time wandering thr ough the 
city’s streets. Start in Chinatown (p. 269), 
where y ou’ll find a str eet bazaar and the 

Sri M ahamariaman H indu Temple 
(p. 227), then cut thr ough the bustling 
Central M arket to Merdeka S quare (p. 
226), the focal point of colonial KL. From 
the Jame Mosque, hop on the train to Jalan 
Imbi. Next to the station, y ou’ll find Ber-
jaya Times Square (p. 228), KL ’s largest 

4  M A L AYS I A  F O R  FA M I L I E S 

Malaysia is a terrific destination for families. I t’s safe, friendly, and fr ee of some of the 
seedier trappings of tourism that can be seen in other parts of Asia. For this itinerary, I’ve 
included an equal mix of beach and culture—sightseeing in the mornings and fun in the 
afternoons—at a pace that allows for maximum flexibility.
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shopping mall, filled with tons of food and 
shopping, not to mention Cosmo’s World 
Theme Park  (p. 225), the world ’s 
largest indoor amusement park.

Day 3: Penang
Take an early-morning flight to P enang. 
Check into the Holiday Inn Resort Pen-
ang (p. 246) at B atu Feringgi, where they 
have special kids’ suites. Have a ball at the 
beach! D on’t forget to book waterspor ts 
activities for the following days. 

Day 4: Georgetown 
Spend y our morning in G eorgetown. 
Hit the Penang M useum and Ar t G al-
lery  (p. 249) at 9am, when it opens. 
Afterward, head o ver to the Cheong Fatt 
Tze M ansion  (p . 248) for the 
11am tour. Afterward, wander free through 

the str eets befor e heading back to y our 
resort for an afternoon of relaxation at the 
beach. See p. 241.

Day 5: Penang Hill
The funicular train up the side of P enang 
Hill was built in 1923 to take British colo-
nials up to the cooler climate of the hill, 
where they built lovely country homes and 
gardens. At the top of the hill, y ou’ll find 
restaurants, temples, and trails, one of 
which will lead you down to the botanical 
gardens. The tr ek lasts only an hour or 
two, so if your children aren’t too young, it 
should be a nice little adv enture. Carr y 
water and snacks! See p. 250.

Days 6 & 7: Back to KL
See Days 7 and 8 in “Malaysia for History 
Buffs & Culture Vultures,” above. 



Peninsular Malaysia: 
Kuala Lumpur & 
the West Coast

13

The mor e popular destinations  
in Malaysia dot the west coast of the coun-
try’s peninsula. If you have little time, you 
can stick to this central corridor and still 
experience fascinating M alaysian heritage 
and gorgeous outdoors without trav eling 
too far.

Kuala Lumpur, the nation’s capital, lies 
about midway betw een the nor thern bor-
der with Thailand and the tip of the pen-
insula, before you reach Singapore. For a 
newcomer, the city ’s museums, shopping, 
and delicious dining choices make it a 
good intr oduction to M alaysia’s cultur e. 
Kuala Lumpur is a great jumping-off point 
for disco vering M alaysia’s rainfor ests as 
well.

The sleepy town of Melaka (Malacca), 
a 2-hour drive south of the capital city, has 
remarkably retained much of its old-world 
charm, with evidence of pr evious Portu-
guese, Dutch, and British colonists mixed 
with the cultur es of Arabs, I ndians, and 

Chinese who settled and traded her e cen-
turies ago.

Pulau Pangkor, or Pangkor Island, is a 
secluded island hideaway with delicious 
tropical r esorts dripping with S outheast 
Asian ambience, a mer e half-hour’s flight 
from Kuala Lumpur.

Farther nor th, Penang is perhaps  
Malaysia’s most popular destination. Once 
the seat of B ritish colonial po wer in the 
region, Penang still bears signs of its for-
mer inhabitants. G eorgetown, the main 
town on the island, bustles with charm—
narrow str eets, old shophouses, places of 
worship, and terrific str eet food. I f y ou 
stay in P enang’s beachfront area, you can 
enjoy the stimulating cultur e and a r elax-
ing beach experience.

North of P enang, Langkawi has the 
greatest collection of stunning beach  
resorts. S ituated in the Andaman S ea, it 
also has the best waters of all the west-coast 
attractions, and watersports to match.

1  K UA L A  LU M P U R  

Kuala Lumpur (or KL, as it is commonly kno wn) is, mor e often than not, a trav eler’s 
point of entr y to Malaysia. As the capital, it is the most modern and dev eloped city in 
the country, with contemporary high-rises and world-class hotels, glitzy shopping malls, 
and local and international cuisine.

The city began sometime ar ound 1857 as a small mining boomto wn created by the 
Industrial Revolution’s hunger for raw materials. F ueled b y tin mining in the nearb y 
Klang River Valley, the town grew under the business inter ests of three officials: a local 
Malay ruler, a British resident, and a Chinese headman (Kapitan China). The industry 
and village attracted Chinese labor ers, Malays from nearby villages, and I ndian immi-
grants who followed the British. As the town grew, colonial buildings that housed local 
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administrative offices w ere er ected ar ound Merdeka Square, bounded b y Jalan Sultan 
Hishamuddin and Jalan Kuching. The town, and later the city, spread outward from this 
center.

Life in 19th-century KL had many difficult star ts and stops—tin was subject to price 
fluctuations, the Chinese were involved in clan “wars,” but worst of all, malaria was kill-
ing thousands. Still, in the late 1800s, KL o vercame its hurdles to become the capital of 
the state, and ev entually of the F ederated Malay States. Its development continued to 
accelerate, with a brief setback during the Japanese World War II occupation, until 1957, 
when newly independent Malaysia declared Kuala Lumpur its national capital.

Today the original city center at Merdeka Square is the core of KL’s history. Buildings 
like the S ultan A bdul S amad B uilding, the R oyal S elangor Club , and the O ld Kuala 
Lumpur Railway Station are stunning examples of B ritish style peppered with Moorish 
flavor. South of this area is KL’s Chinatown. Along Jalan Petaling and surrounding areas 
are markets, shops, food stalls, and the bustling life of the Chinese community . There’s 
also a Little India in KL, ar ound the ar ea occupied b y Masjid Jame, where you’ll find 
flower stalls, Indian Muslim and Malay costumes, and traditional items. Across the river 
you’ll find Lake Gardens, a large sanctuary that houses Kuala Lumpur’s bird park, but-
terfly park, and other attractions and gar dens. Modern Kuala Lumpur is r ooted in the 
city’s “Golden Triangle,” bounded by Jalan Ampang, Jalan Tun Razak, and Jalan Imbi. 
This section is home to most of KL’s hotels, office complexes, shopping malls, and sights 
like the KL Tower and the Petronas Twin Towers, the tallest buildings in the world from 
1998 to 2004, when Taipei 101 stole the title. They are now officially the world’s tallest 
twin towers.

ESSENTIALS
Visitor Information
In Kuala Lumpur, Tourism Malaysia has sev eral offices. The largest is at the MTC, the 
Malaysia Tourist Centre (see “Attractions,” later in this chapter), located on 109 J alan 
Ampang (& 03/2164-3929) and open daily fr om 8am to 10:30pm. I n addition to a 
tourist information desk, MT C has a money changer; ATM; tourist police post; trav el 
agent booking for Taman Negara trips, city tours, and limited hotel bookings; souv enir 
shops; an amphitheater; and Transnasional bus ticket bookings.

Vision KL Magazine is offered for free in many hotel rooms and has listings for events 
in KL and Malaysia. At newsstands, it costs RM6.80 ($1.95/£1.25). The monthly Time 
Out is a more comprehensive alternative.

Getting There
BY TRAIN I love KL’s shiny new train station, KL Sentral. Not only does it serve as a 
clean, safe, and or derly base fr om which to take the train, but it ’s also a hub for local 
commuter train services around the city; it’s got tons of facilities, moneychangers, ATMs, 
fast food, and shops; and it ’s got an easy taxi coupon system (about RM10/$2.90/£1.80 
or RM13/$3.75/£2.35 to central parts of the city)—cabs are really easy to find here. For 
KL Sentral information, call & 03/2267-1200.
BY BUS If you’re arriving in KL b y bus, be warned, differ ent bus companies drop off 
at different locations around the city. In chapter 11, “Planning Your Trip to Malaysia,” I 
recommended Aeroline buses fr om S ingapore ( & 65/6723-7222). These buses will 
drop you off at the Cor us Hotel in Kuala Lumpur, which is located in the hear t of the 
city. KL has three official bus terminals that handle inter city bus departures and arrivals 
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to all parts of the country: the Puduraya Terminal on Jalan Pudu, Putra Terminal on Jalan 
Tun Ismail, and Pekililing Terminal on Jalan Ipoh. If you arrive at Puduraya, the biggest 
of the thr ee, good luck! I t’s congested—with both to xic fumes and traffic jams: one of 
the r easons I av oid standard bus trav el in M alaysia. Taxis—another less-than-pleasant 
mode of transpor tation (see below) can be found at any of these terminals, but be ware 
of drivers who will try to overcharge you.
BY PLANE The Kuala Lumpur International Airport (KLIA) (& 03/8776-4386), 
located in S epang, 53km (33 miles) outside the city , opened in 1998. KLIA is a huge 
complex, with business centers, dining facilities, a fitness center , medical services, shop-
ping, post offices, and a nearb y luxurious airport hotel operated by Pan Pacific (& 03/
8787-3333; www.panpacific.com/KLairport). The Low Cost Carrier Terminal (LCCT), 
which services budget airlines like AirAsia, is 20km (12 miles) away from the KLIA main 
terminal, so be warned that it is not easy to transfer between the two terminals. Although 
there are moneychangers, they are few and far betw een, so hop on the first line y ou see 
and don’t assume there’s another one just around the corner.

Getting into Town from the Airport
BY TAXI City taxis ar e not permitted to pick up fr om the airpor t (although you will 
find illegal touts—av oid them!), but special airport taxis (& 03/8787-3678) operate 
’round-the-clock, charging RM92 ($27/£17) for pr emier cars (M ercedes) and RM67 
($19/£12) for standard vehicles (the locally built Proton). Vans with seating capacity up 
to eight can also be hir ed for RM180 ($52/£32). Charges may v ary depending on your 
destination. Coupons must be purchased at the arrival concourse.

An express coach  (& 03/2730-2000) connects KLIA to KL S entral train station, 
where you can catch a cab to the city ’s major hotels. I t costs RM35 ($10/£6.30) for a 
ticket, so you may as w ell take the E xpress Rail Link, listed belo w. It’s faster. There are 
also express buses fr om the L CC terminal that connect to KL S entral; they cost RM9 
($2.60/£1.60).

The KLIA Ekspres (& 03/2267-8000) is an express rail link that runs between KLIA 
and KL Sentral train station from 5am to 1am daily. Trains depart every 15 minutes and 
take 28 minutes to complete the journey. Tickets cost RM35 ($10/£6.30) for adults and 
RM15 ($4.35/£2.70) for children. From KL Sentral, taxis are always on hand and use a 
coupon system (about RM10/$2.90/£1.80 or RM13/$3.75/£2.35 to central parts of the 
city), or you can catch one of the city ’s commuter trains to a station near y our hotel.

Getting Around
Kuala Lumpur is a prime example of a city that was not planned, per se, fr om a master 
graph of streets. Rather, because of its beginnings as an outpost, it gr ew as it needed to, 
expanding outward and swallowing up rural surroundings. The result is a tangled web of 
streets too narrow to support the traffic of a capital city . Cars and buses w eave through 
one-way lanes, with countless motorbikes sneaking in and out, sometimes in the opposite 
direction of traffic or up on the side walks. E xpect traffic jams in the morning r ush 
between 6 and 10am, and again betw een 5 and 8pm. A t other times, taxis ar e a conve-
nient way of getting around, but the commuter train system, if they ’re going where you 
need to, is perhaps the best value and easiest route. City buses are hot and crowded, with 
some very confusing routes. Walking can also be frustrating. Many sidewalks are in poor 
condition, with buckled tiles and gaping gutters. The heat can be pr ohibitive as w ell. 
However, areas within the colonial hear t of the city, Chinatown, Little India, and some 
areas in the Golden Triangle are within walking distance of each other.
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BY TAXI If you ask me, KL cabbies should hav e their tires slashed. If you can get one 
to stop, the driver will almost always r efuse to use the meter (which is against the law), 
quoting what seems to be the standar d—RM10 ($2.90/£1.80), usually for a trip that 
normally costs RM4 ($1.15/70p). I f it’s raining, expect that quote to double. I usually 
don’t dicker over the price because it ’s only a buck and a half . It’s just frustrating when 
cab after cab passes y ou by. In some places within the city , taxi stands tr y to solv e this 
problem. Be prepared for taxis to pull o ver, roll down the windo w, and hear the pleas 
from the line befor e deciding upon which passenger to take, r egardless of the or der of 
the line.

Taxis can be booked by phone with an RM1 (29¢/18p) booking charge. Call Cityline, 
& 03/9222-2828; Comfort, & 03/2692-2525; or Sunlight, & 03/9057-5757. Some-
times these services are not reliable.

Technically, the meter ed fare is RM2 (60¢/35p) for the first 2km (1 1/4 mile) and an 
additional RM.10 (3¢/2p) for each 200m (656 ft.) after that. B etween midnight and 
6am, you’ll be charged an extra 50% of the total far e.
BY BUS  I don’t recommend travel on city buses. They’re cheap but not dependable, 
with city r outes that will get ne wcomers lost for sur e. It’s not the most r elaxing way to 
get around.
BY RAIL KL has a network of mass transit trains that snake thr ough the city and out 
to the suburbs, and it’ll be worth your time to become familiar with them, because taxis 
are sometimes unr eliable and traffic jams can be unbearable. Trouble is, ther e are five 
train routes and each one is operated b y a different company. How confusing! The lines 
don’t seem to connect in any logical way.

The four lines that ar e most useful to visitors ar e the Putra LRT, the Star LRT, the 
KL Monorail, and the KLIA Ekspres to the airport. The latter route is explained under 
“Getting into Town from the Airport,” above.

The Kelana Jaya Line, formerly called P utra LRT, has stops at B angsar (featured in 
the section “Kuala Lumpur After Dark,” later in this chapter), KL Sentral (train station), 
Pasar Seni (Chinatown), Masjid Jamek, Dang Wangi, and KLCC shopping center. The 
Ampang & Sri Petaling Line, formerly called the Star LRT, is convenient if you need to 
get to the Putra World Trade Centre. It also stops at Masjid Jamek and Plaza Rayat. Aver-
age trips on both lines will cost ar ound RM2 (60¢/35p).

The KL Monorail provides good access thr ough the main hotel and shopping ar eas 
of the city, including stops at KL Sentral, Imbi, Bukit Bintang (the main shopping strip), 
and Raja Chulan (along J alan Sultan Ismail, where many hotels are). Fares run between 
RM1.20 (35¢/20p) and RM2.50 (70¢/45p).

As a r ough guide, all lines operate betw een 5 or 6am until ar ound midnight, with 
trains coming every 10 minutes or so. Tickets can be purchased at any station either from 
the stationmaster or from single-fare electronic ticket booths.
ON FOO T The heat and humidity can make walking betw een attractions pr etty 
uncomfortable. However, sometimes the traffic is so unbearable that y ou’ll get wher e 
you’re going much faster by strapping on your tennis shoes and hiking it.

Fast Facts: Kuala Lumpur
The area code for Kuala Lumpur is 03, and the city’s phone numbers have an eight-digit 
format. Numbers in the rest of the country have seven digits.

The main office for American Express is located in KL at Menara Maybank, Ground 
Level banking hall, Jalan Perak (& 03/2050-0888). You’ll also find headquarters for all 
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Malaysian and many international banks, most of which hav e outlets along Jalan Sultan 
Ismail, plus ATMs at countless locations thr oughout the city. Look for money changers 
in just about every shopping mall; they’re a better bargain than banks or hotel cashiers.

KL’s General Post Office, on Jalan Sultan Hishamuddin in the enormous Pos Malay-
sia Komplex Dayabumi (& 03/2274-1122), can be pretty overwhelming. If you can, try 
to use y our hotel’s mail ser vice for a much easier time. I nternet service in KL will r un 
about RM3 to RM6 (85¢–$1.75/55p–£1.10) per hour for usage. I nternet cafes come 
and go, popping up in backpacker areas like Chinatown and the streets around BB Plaza 
off Jalan Bukit Bintang.

The emergency number for police and ambulance is & 999. For fire emergencies, 
call & 994.

WHERE TO STAY
International business-class pr operties like the Westin, Hilton, Ritz-Carlton, and M an-
darin O riental fill their r ooms ev ery night with corporate trav elers who ar e charged 
corporate rates to their corporate expense accounts. The hotels I’ve selected her e repre-
sent only those properties I think ar e best for leisur e travelers. Even the more expensive 
hotels I’ve chosen have qualities that extend beyond the business center.

If you plan to travel to KL in July and August and want to stay in an upmarket hotel, 
you’ll need to book your room well in advance. KL’s super-peak season falls during these 
months, when travelers from the Middle East take a br eak from scorching temperatures 
back home. M alaysia is the per fect tr opical holiday spot for M uslim trav elers fr om 
around the world, and Tourism M alaysia has done an ex cellent job of attracting the 
Middle Eastern market in particular, extending restaurant and cafe hours, and even shop-
ping mall hours into the wee hours of the morning.

Very Expensive
The Grand Millennium Kuala Lumpur  One of the best fiv e-star properties in 
Kuala Lumpur, this landmark along KL’s fashionable Jalan Bukit Bintang shopping strip 
has an ev er-bustling lobby to match the ex citement along the side walks outside—the 
lobby lounge is busy night and day. Surprisingly, the staff always seems polite and profes-
sional, despite the barrage. The guest r ooms ar e spacious, quiet, and cool, with huge 
plush beds covered in soft cozy cotton sheets and down comforters. Bathrooms are large 
marble affairs with plenty of counter space. The outdoor pool is a palm-lined fr ee-form 
escape, and the fitness center is state-of-the-ar t, with sauna, steam, spa, and J acuzzi. 
Pavilion Kuala Lumpur, the city’s smart new shopping mall, adjoins the hotel, and while 
some construction is still ongoing, disturbance to hotel guests is minimized. Night Owls 
should enjoy the lively entertainment in the hotel’s Pulse bar and nightclub.
160 Jalan Bukit Bintang, 55100 Kuala Lumpur. & 866/866-8066 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/124-420 in 
Australia, 800/808-228 in New Zealand, 800/414-741 in the U.K., or 03/2117-4888. Fax 03/2117-1441. www.
millenniumhotels.com. 468 units . RM750 ($218/£135) double; fr om RM1,450 ($421/£261) suit e. AE, DC, 
MC, V. 5-min. walk t o Buk it Bintang M onorail station. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; bar and lobb y lounge; 
outdoor pool; 2 squash c ourts; 24-hr. health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; c oncierge; air-
port transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/
satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Mandarin Oriental Kuala Lumpur  The glistening Petronas Twin Towers 
are the iconic KL landmarks, and its neighbor, the Mandarin Oriental or “MO,” has the 
best views. The hotel has set the benchmar k for hospitality standar ds in the city and is 
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popular with corporate clients, who receive the finest treatment on club floors and argu-
ably the best club lounge in KL. I lo ve the vie ws from the panoramic windo ws of the 
24th-floor lounge—arrive about 6:45pm when the twin tower lights are turned on. The 
10-year-old hotel is due for a r enovation, but its ser vice and guest r ecognition are out-
standing. Dine in the new seafood outlet, Pacifica, or in the old S hanghai surroundings 
of Lai Po Heen. At night, Sultan Lounge turns into the local hot spot.
Kuala L umpur Cit y C enter (KL CC), 50088 K uala L umpur, & 866/526-6567 in the U .S. and C anada, 
800/123-693 in Australia, 800/2828-3838 in New Zealand, 800/2828-3838 in the U.K., or 03/2380-888, Fax 
03/2380-8833. w ww.mandarinoriental.com. 643 units . RM510 ($148/£92) double; fr om RM2,173  
($630/£391) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 2-min walk t o KLCC and the C onvention Center. Amenities: 3 r estau-
rants; lobby lounge; cigar divan; outdoor pool; tennis courts; squash courts; health club w/Jacuzzi, steam 
room, and sauna; spa; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite, 
high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Expensive
Hilton K uala L umpur  Forget anything y ou’ve ev er experienced in a H il-
ton—this is the absolute hottest hotel in KL, and pr obably one of the most inno vative 
hotels in the world. From the airy, art-filled public spaces to the compact rooftop lagoon 
pool, everything is done with edgy style and sophistication. Large rooms have sleek con-
temporary decor, with a desk ar ea wired for work, mood lighting, stocked minibar with 
a coffee plunger and heavy mugs, and a 42-inch plasma TV. A “magic button” handles 
all service requests, and thr ee “lifestyle bo xes” provide little extras like desk accessories, 
bath treats, and games. B athrooms are great; they hav e deep tubs, wide “ rain” shower-
heads, and a mini L CD-screen TV built into the shaving mirr or. The hotel ’s fitness 
center is operated b y the very competent Clarke Hatch company, and the r ooftop pool 
and Balinese-inspired spa are great escapes. 
3 Jalan St esen S entral, 50470 K uala L umpur. & 800/HILTONS (445-8667) in the U .S. and C anada, 
800/445-8667 in A ustralia, 800/445-866 in New Z ealand, 800/448-002 in the U .K., or 03/2264-2264. F ax 
03/2264-2266. www.hilton.com. 510 units. RM466 ($135/£84) double; from RM830 ($241/£150) suite. AE, 
DC, MC, V. Opposite KL Sentral station. Amenities: 5 restaurants; 2 bars; out door pool; health club; spa; 
concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: 
A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Renaissance Kuala Lumpur Hotel  Value  The Renaissance offers terrific value 
for the money. It has two wings, the posh West Wing and the modern East Wing, and 
both wings shar e hotel facilities. Each wing has its o wn entrance, connected in the 
middle where the ballr oom and banquet r ooms are housed. G uest rooms in the West 
Wing have a E uropean feel to them—v ery bold and impr essive, and typical of a tradi-
tional hotel. In fact, you’ll never know you’re in Malaysia. The East Wing is contempo-
rary, with simpler decor, but is no less comfor table. The enormous outdoor pool, which 
sits between the two hotel towers, is one of the biggest in the city .
Corner of Jalan Sultan Ismail and Jalan Ampang , 50450 Kuala Lumpur. & 800/HOTELS-1 (468-3571) in 
the U .S. and C anada, 800/251-259 in A ustralia, 800/441-035 in New Z ealand, or 03/2162-2233. F ax 
03/2163-1122. w ww.marriott.com/hotels/travel/kulrn-renaissance-kuala-lumpur-hotel. 910 units . West 
Wing: RM695 ($202/£125); from RM1,800 ($522/£324) suite. East Wing: RM645 ($187/£116) double, from 
RM1,250 ($363/£225) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Bukit Nanas Monorail and Dang Wangi LRT sta-
tions. Amenities: 9 r estaurants and bars; lar ge landscaped out door pool; out door lighted tennis court; 
health club w/sauna and massage; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free 
rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, satellite TV, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.
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Traders Kuala Lumpur  Traders is a little deceptive, in that it is supposed to be a 
four-star S hangri-La, but this centrally located hotel packs a punch bigger than its 
humble rating. It overlooks the Twin Towers and has magical evening views of floodlight 
icons and the associated parklands. It adjoins the Convention Center, and golf carts ferry 
guests to and from the towers and the shopping paradise found at their base. SkyBar, on 
the hotel’s 33rd floor, is my favorite nightspot in KL, with unsurpassed aerial views of the 
city skyline. O nly 2 y ears old, this hotel has ev erything business trav elers need, and its 
location makes it popular with confer ence delegates and leisure travelers.
Kuala Lumpur City Center (KLCC), 50088 Kuala Lumpur. & 866/656-5050 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/222-
448 in A ustralia, 800/442-179 in New Z ealand, 800/028-3337 in the U .K., or 03/2332-9888. F ax 03/2332-
2667. www.tradershotels.com. 571 units. RM400 ($116/£72) double; from RM725 ($210/£131) suite. AE, DC, 
MC, V. Brisk 10-min walk t o the Twin Towers and 15-min t o Bintang Walk. Amenities: 2 restaurants; 1 bar ; 
health club; spa; Jacuzzi; sauna; steam bath. In room: A/C, satellite TV, high-speed Internet, hair dryer.

The Westin K uala L umpur  The Westin is no or dinary hotel. I ts sensor y 
approach to hospitality is ob vious the minute y ou enter fr om busy B intang Walk and 
notice the aromatherapy candles, the fruit-flavored welcome drinks, and the mood of the 
music. The staff looks mor e like smar t shop assistants fr om the nearb y Louis Vuitton 
store than those of a chain hotel. There is a trendy vibe to everything from restaurants to 
bars, and the rooms are contemporary, functional, and welcoming. The buffet breakfast 
is easily the region’s best. EEST serves up a wide array of Asian cuisines, and Qba features 
live salsa bands almost every night.
199 Jalan Bukit Bintang, 55100 Kuala Lumpur, & 800/937-8461 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/656-535 in 
Australia, 800/490-375 in New Z ealand, 800/325-95959 in the U .K., or 03/2731-8333. F ax 03/2773 8087. 
www.westin.com/kualalumpur. 443 units . RM980 ($284/£176) double; fr om RM1,530 ($444/£275) suit e. 
AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min walk to monorail station and on the doorstep to the restaurants, bars, and entertain-
ment of Bintang Walk. Amenities: 4 restaurants; 2 bars; outdoor pool; health club; airport transfers; room 
service. In room: A/C, satellite TV, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer.

Moderate
Concorde Hotel K uala Lumpur  Value  Concorde is one of my fav orites in 
this price categor y for its central location and quality accommodations at an incr edible 
price. Although r ooms are not as large as those in mor e expensive hotels, they ’re well 
outfitted with desks, side chairs, comfortable beds, and tidy bathrooms. A recent renova-
tion has made them mor e stylish. Concorde has a small outdoor pool with a charming 
cafe and small fitness center. The lobby lounge is noisy at night because it’s popular. Hard 
Rock Café is also on the pr emises.
2 Jalan Sultan Ismail , 50250 Kuala Lumpur. & 03/2144-2200. Fax 03/2144-1628. www.concorde.net/kl. 
570 units. RM330 ($96/£59) double; from RM1,360 ($394/£245) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk to Bukit 
Nanas M onorail station and 10-min. walk t o Dang Wangi LR T station. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; lobby 
lounge and Har d Rock C afe; small out door pool; health club w/sauna, st eam room, and massage; c on-
cierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; ex ecutive-level r ooms. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite 
programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar.

Meliá Kuala Lumpur  Value  This hotel is located next to a KL M onorail station 
and across the str eet from the mind-bogglingly enormous Times Square shopping and 
entertainment complex, making it an appealing option for visitors. The small lobb y is 
functional, with space for tour gr oups and a v ery active and efficient tour desk. G uest 
rooms have light wood furnishings, contemporar y fixtures, wall desks with a swiv el arm 
for extra space, and big-scr een TVs. Bathrooms, although small, ar e well maintained, 
with good counter space. Mealtimes in the hotel’s coffee shop can be a little cr owded.
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16 Jalan Imbi, 55100 Kuala Lumpur. & 888/33MELIA (336-3542) in the U.S. and Canada, 800/962-720 in 
the U.K., or 03/2785-2828. F ax 03/2785-2800. w ww.solmelia.com. 300 units . RM435 ($126/£78) double; 
from RM1,200 ($348/£216) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Imbi Monorail station. Amenities: 2 restaurants; bar and 
karaoke lounge; small out door pool; health club w/massage; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free 
rooms; Wi-Fi. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar.

Swiss-Garden Hotel For midrange prices, Swiss-Garden offers reliable comfort, okay 
location, and affordability that attracts many leisur e travelers to its doors. I t also knows 
how to make you feel right at home, with a friendly staff (the concierge is on the ball) and 
a hotel lobb y bar that actually gets patr onized (by travelers having cool cocktails at the 
end of a busy day of sightseeing). The guest rooms are decorated in warm ear thy tones. 
Swiss-Garden is within walking distance from KL’s lively Chinatown district and close to 
the Puduraya bus station (which, unfortunately, makes traffic ugly at rush hour). Facilities 
include an outdoor pool, a small spa, an e-lounge, a ne w eco-cafe, and a fitness center.
117 Jalan Pudu, 55100 Kuala Lumpur. & 03/2141-3333. Fax 03/2141-5555. www.swissgarden.com. 310 
units. RM450 ($131/£81) double; from RM800 ($232/£144) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 restaurants; 
lobby lounge; small out door pool; small health club; spa w/massage; c oncierge; airport transfers; room 
service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms. In room: A/C, satellite TV, minibar, hair dryer.

Inexpensive
Hotel Capitol  Value  A top pick for a budget hotel, Capitol is located in a liv ely 
part of the city ’s popular G olden Triangle district, close to the junction of J alan Sultan 
Ismail and Jalan Bukit Bintang. In the surrounding lanes, you’ll find small eateries and 
shops for necessities, and shopping malls ar e close by. The place has a minimalist lobb y 
that’s function o ver frills. I nside the guest r ooms, the wooden furnitur e seems like it ’s 
been around a while, but the upholster y, bedding, carpeting, and drapes all seem fr esh. 
The big tiled bathroom also has a long bathtub. There are no leisure facilities to speak of, 
but if you’ve come to KL to sightsee, y ou won’t miss them.
Jalan Bulan, off Jalan Buk it Bintang , 55100 K uala L umpur. & 800/448-8355 in the U .S. and C anada, 
800/221-176 in A ustralia, or 03/2143-7000. F ax 03/2143-0000. w ww.capitol.com.my/index.html. 225 
units. RM250 ($73/£45) double . AE, DC, MC, V. 5-min. walk t o Bintang Monorail station. Amenities: Res-
taurant; room service; smoke-free rooms. In room: A/C, satellite TV, high-speed Internet access, minibar, 
hair dryer.

Swiss-Inn This tiny hotel is popular with budget trav elers. Tucked away in the hear t 
of Chinatown, Swiss-Inn’s best asset is its location, amid the jumble of vibrant night 
market hawkers. The place is small, but a ne w contemporary west wing has 41 r ooms 
with 26-inch L CD TVs and smar t bathrooms. Higher-priced rooms have a small win-
dow, a bit mor e space (but ar e still compact), and ar e some what better maintained. 
Budget rooms, on lo wer floors, ar e very small, the cheapest having no windo ws at all. 
Room categories are superior, deluxe, and family, and they often have good promotional 
rates. Make sure you reserve your room early because this place r uns at high occupancy 
year-round. The cafe, hidden behind mar ket stalls, is an inter esting place to have a beer 
and people-watch.
62 Jalan Sultan, 50000 Kuala Lumpur. & 03/2072-3333. Fax 03/2031-6699. www.swissinnkualalumpur.
com. 110 units. RM295 ($86/£53) double . AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 restaurants; Internet kiosks (extra 
charge); smoke-free rooms. In room: A/C, TV, hair dryer.

WHERE TO DINE
Kuala Lumpur, like Singapore, is very cosmopolitan. Here you’ll not only find delicious 
and exotic cuisine, but you’ll find it served in some pretty trendy settings. 
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Al Nafourah  LEBANESE Dripping with the magical allure of a desert oasis, 
Al Nafourah is pur e Arabian N ights. With Moorish arches, twinkling lanterns, car ved 
screens, silken hangings, mosaic tiles, and woven carpets throughout, the restaurant also 
has booths in private nooks for extra romance. The Lebanese cuisine is some of the best 
around, with lamb, chicken, and fish dishes in tangy herbs and warm flatbr eads straight 
from a wood-fir e oven. Outside on the terrace, sit back and drink a heady coffee and 
smoke fr om a hookah while taking in belly-dance per formances. A tr uly memorable 
evening. 
Le Meridien Kuala Lumpur, 2 Jalan Stesen Sentral. & 03/2263-7888. Reservations recommended. Main 
courses RM48–RM128 ($14–$37/£8.65–£23). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm.

Chynna  CANT ONESE Chynna is pur e dinner theater: F rom the M adam 
Wong–style red lanterns to the Old China antique replica furnishings, you’ll think you’re 
in a highly stylized Shanghai of yesteryear. For fun, there’s a show kitchen where you can 
watch delectable dim sum morsels being pr epared, or you can just sit at y our table and 
watch the tea master refill your cup with long-stem tea pourers and acrobatic moves. Pure 
genius! The delicious lunch dim sum menu is extensive, with most dishes between RM8 
and RM12 ($2.30–$3.50/£1.45–£2.15). Dinner is standard Cantonese fare, but expen-
sive, with an extensive menu of soups and rice and noodle dishes.
Hilton K uala L umpur, 3 Jalan St esen S entral. & 03/2264-2264. Reser vations r ecommended. Small 
dishes RM28–RM56 ($8.10–$16/£5.05–£10). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm.

Coliseum Cafe Finds  WESTERN/LOCAL What can I say about Coliseum? O kay, 
the place is 90 y ears old, and so is the staff (seriously , some have worked here forever). 
Located in the grottiest hotel I’ve ever seen, with stained white walls, worn tile floors, and 
threadbare linens, this is KL’s authentic “greasy spoon.” It sounds dreadful, but the place 
is legendary, and someday it will be gone and ther e will never be anything else like it. I t 
used to be the place for the starched-shirt colonial types to get real Western food back in 
the day. Now it’s a favorite with the locals, who come for enormous sizzling steaks (which 
fill the place with gr easy smoke), baked crabmeat ser ved in the shell, and the house 
favorite caramel custard pudding. Actually, the food is quite nice, and the prices ar e ter-
rific for the steaks, which I highly r ecommend ordering. You either get this place or you 
don’t.
98–100 Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman. & 03/2692-6270. Reservations not accepted. Main courses RM20–
RM60 ($5.80–$17/£3.60–£11). MC. Daily 8am–10pm.

Feast V illage  INTERNATIONAL I’m one of those people who can nev er 
decide what to eat, so this is the place for me. Located in the basement of Starhill Gallery, 
an ex clusive shopping mall, F east Village isn’t a single r estaurant, but a cluster of 13 
arranged like a small Malay village. As you stroll along stone and timber pathways, you’ll 
pass cafes that ser ve seafood, steaks, M alay, Chinese, Thai, Korean, Indian, and mor e. 
Within each cafe, the menu is unique and so is the decor. Shook! stands out for its Japa-
nese, Chinese and Western offerings. Wander, smell the smells, r ead the menus, check 
out the sights, and find the per fect food for your mood. 
Basement, Starhill G allery, 181 Jalan Buk it Bintang. & 03/2782-3800. Reservations not r equired. Main 
courses vary from outlet to outlet. AE, DC, MC, V. Most outlets daily noon–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm.

Le B ouchon  FRENCH This cozy F rench provincial restaurant along the bar-
and-restaurant street of Changkat Bukit Bintang is a long-time favorite with KL’s French 
community. This place satisfies their discerning palates, so y ou know it’s good. Try the 
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terrine de fois gras and ox tongue. The wines are excellent and reasonably priced, consid-
ering the quality. The restaurant is French owned and managed, and while the food and 
wines are first class, there’s still a nice unpretentious ambience.
14&16 Changk at Buk it Bintang . & 03/2142-7633. Reser vations r ecommended. M ain c ourses RM40–
RM120 ($12–$35/£7.20–£22). AE, DC, MC, V. Lunch Tues–Fri noon–2pm; dinner daily 7–10:30pm.

Sao Nam   VIETNAMESE One of Asia ’s great restaurants, Sao Nam has color ful 
decor with r evolutionary posters on ochr e walls. The power tables ar e at the cour tyard 
entrance. The food is authentic, fr esh, and full of twists and surprises. Try the man-
gosteen and prawn salad, but order when you book your reservation, as they sell out fast. 
For starters, try the sample plate and move on to curries, noodle soup, and crispy pancake 
and duck in orange sauce. Good, reasonably priced wines.
25 Tengkat Tong Shin. & 03/2144-1225. Reser vations essential . M ain c ourses RM22–RM32 ($6.40–
$9.30/£3.95–£5.75). AE, MC, V. Tues–Sun noon–2:30pm and 6:30–10:30pm. Closed M on.

Top Hat Restaurant  Finds  ASIAN FUSION Top Hat has a unique atmo-
sphere. In a 1930s bungalow that was once a school, the place winds through room after 
room, its walls painted in bright hues and furnished with an assor tment of mix-and-
matched teak tables, chairs, and antiques. The menu is fabulous. While a la car te is 
available, Top Hat puts together set meals featuring N yonya, Melaka (Malacca) Portu-
guese, traditional Malay, Thai, Western, and even vegetarian recipes. They’re all brilliant. 
Desserts are huge and sinful. There’s a sampler dish for those who can ’t decide.
No. 7 Jalan Kia Peng. & 03/2142-8611. Reservations recommended. Main courses RM30–RM65 ($8.70–
$19/£5.40–£12). S et meals RM30–RM100 ($8.70–$29/£5.40–£18). AE, DC, MC, V. Lunch M on–Fri noon–
2:30pm; dinner daily 6–10:30pm.

ATTRACTIONS
Most of Kuala Lumpur’s historic sights ar e located in and ar ound the Merdeka Square/
Jalan Hishamuddin ar ea, while many of the gar dens, par ks, and museums ar e out at 
Lake G ardens. Taxi far e betw een the two locations should r un y ou about RM8 
($2.30/£1.45).

KL Hop-on Hop-off City Tours (& 03/2691-1382; www.myhoponhopoff.com) is 
the best way to see the city attractions. D ouble-decker buses cir cle the inner city daily 
from 8:30am to 8:30pm at 30-minute inter vals; commentaries are in several languages. 
It costs RM38 ($11/£6.85) adults and RM17 ($4.95/£3.05) childr en. 
Central Mark et  The original Central M arket, built in 1936, used to be a w et 
market, but the place is no w a cultural center (air-conditioned!) for local ar tists and 
craftspeople selling antiques, crafts, and curios. I t’s fantastic for buying M alaysian and 
Asian crafts and souvenirs, with two floors of shops fr om which to choose.
Jalan Benteng. & 03/2274-6542. Daily 10am–10pm. Shops open until 8:30 or 9pm.

Cosmo’s World T heme Park  Kids  I don’t car e if y ou hav e kids or not, 
Cosmo’s rocks. The world’s largest indoor amusement park is literally built into the walls 
of this 900-outlet shopping mall. You don’t even need to ride the looping r oller coaster 
to feel that thrill in the pit of your stomach. Just stand and watch it overhead as it flashes 
by. It really takes your breath away. There are saner rides, too, plus a host of kiddie rides. 
Highly recommended for families with active kids.
Berjaya Times S quare Shopping M all, No. 1 Jalan I mbi. & 03/2117-3118. Adults RM32 ($9.30/£5.75), 
children RM28 ($8.10/£5.05). Daily 10am–10pm.
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Islamic Arts Museum  The seat of Islamic learning in Kuala Lumpur, the cen-
ter has over 7,000 displays of Islamic texts, artifacts, porcelain, and weaponry in local and 
visiting exhibits. The ar chitecture of blue and white domes is r eason enough to visit. 
There is a fine Middle Eastern restaurant and an excellent book and souvenir shop.
Jalan Lembah Perdana. & 03/2274-2020. www.iamm.org.my. Adults RM12 ($3.50/£2.15), children RM6 
($1.75/£1.10). Daily 10am–6pm.

Jamek Mosque (Masjid Jamek)  The first settlers landed in K uala Lumpur at the 
spot where the G ombak and Klang riv ers meet, and in 1909 a mosque was built her e. 
Styled after an Indian Muslim design, it is one of the oldest mosques in the city. Interest-
ingly, the mosque was designed by an Englishman, A. B. Hubbock, who was responsible 
for several other fine buildings in the city . Avoid prayer times, especially on F ridays at 
midday.
Jalan Tun Perak. Free admission.

Kuala Lumpur Lake Gardens (Taman Tasik Perdana) Built around an artificial 
lake, the 92-hectare (227-acre) park has plenty of space for jogging and r owing, and has 
a playground for the kids. I t’s the most popular par k in Kuala Lumpur. Inside the Lake 
Gardens, find the Kuala Lumpur Bird Park  (Jalan Perdana; & 03/2272-1010; www.
klbirdpark.com; RM39/$11/£7 adults, RM29/$8.40/£5.20 childr en; daily 9am–6pm) 
nestled in beautifully landscaped gar dens, with over 3,000 birds within a huge walk-in 
aviary. Quite impressive. Kuala Lumpur Orchid Garden (Jalan Perdana; & 03/2693-
5399; weekend and public holiday admission adults RM1/29¢/18p , free for childr en; 
free weekday admission for all; daily 9am–6pm) has a collection of o ver 800 orchid spe-
cies from Malaysia and thousands of international v arieties. The Kuala Lumpur But-
terfly Park (Jalan Cenderasari; & 03/2693-4799; adults RM15/$4.35/£2.70, childr en 
RM8/$2.30/£1.45; daily 9am–6pm) has over 6,000 butterflies belonging to 120 species 
making their home in this par k, which has been landscaped with mor e than 15,000 
plants to simulate the butter flies’ natural rainfor est environment. There are also other 
small animals and an insect museum.
Enter through Jalan Parliament. Free admission to the park. Daily 9am–6pm.

Kuala Lumpur Railway Station Built in 1911, the KL Railway Station is a beauti-
ful example of Moorish architecture. Nearby KL Sentral is now the main rail hub.
Jalan Sultan Hishamuddin.

Malaysia Tourist Centre (MTC) At MTC you’ll find an exhibit hall, tourist infor-
mation ser vices for K uala L umpur and M alaysia, and other trav el-planning ser vices. 
Saloma Café, within the complex, ser ves Malay food, and in the ev ening there are cul-
tural dances and performances. 
109 Jalan Ampang. & 03/9235-4900. Free admission. Daily 7am–10pm.

Menara Kuala Lumpur Standing 421m (1,381 ft.) tall, this concrete structure is the 
third-tallest tower in the world, and the views from the top reach to the far corners of the 
city and beyond. At the top, the glass windo ws are fashioned after the S hah Mosque in 
Isfahan, Iran. Angsana Revolving Restaurant is located near the summit.
Bukit Nanas. & 03/2020-5444. Adults RM20 ($5.80/£3.60), children RM10 ($2.90/£1.80). Daily 9am–10pm.

Merdeka Square Surrounded by colonial architecture with an exotic local flair, the 
square was once the site of British social and sporting events. These days, Malaysia holds 
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its spectacular Independence Day celebrations on the field, which is home to the world’s 
tallest flagpole, standing at 100m (328 ft.).
Jalan Sultan. Free admission.

National Art Gallery In a tranquil complex that combines traditional M alay archi-
tectural elements with modern lines, the nation ’s most pr ominent ar t galler y claims a 
permanent collection of o ver 2,500 works, most by Malaysia’s most celebrated contem-
porary artists. The museum has six galleries, plus outdoor exhibitions and a cafe. 
2 Jalan Temerloh off Jalan Tun Razak. & 03/4025-4990. www.artgallery.com.my. Free admission. Daily 
10am–6pm.

National Mosque (Masjid Negar a) Built in a modern design, the most distin-
guishing features of the mosque ar e its 73m (239-ft.) minar et and the umbr ella-shaped 
roof, which is said to symbolize a newly independent Malaysia’s aspirations for the future. 
Could be tr ue, as the place was built in 1965, the y ear Singapore split fr om Malaysia. 
Visitors need to dress respectfully.
Jalan Sultan Hishamuddin (near the KL Railway Station). Free admission. Daily 9am–6pm.

National Museum (Muzim Negara)  Located at Lake Gardens, the museum 
has many items of historical, cultural, and traditional significance, including ar t, weap-
ons, musical instruments, and costumes. Most are a little tired.
Jalan Damansara. & 03/2282-6255. w ww.museum.gov.my. Adults RM2 (60¢/35p), childr en under 11 
and under free. Daily 9am–6pm.

National Planetarium Kids  In 2007, Malaysia’s first astronaut went into space. The 
National P lanetarium has a S pace H all with touch-scr een interactiv e computers and 
hands-on experiments, a Viewing Gallery with binoculars for city views, and an Observa-
tory Park with models of Chinese and I ndian astronomy systems. Sadly, the displays are 
not all functioning properly. 
Lake G ardens. & 03/2273-5484. A dmission t o exhibition hall adults RM3 (85¢/55p), childr en RM2 
(60¢/35p). Tues–Sun 10am–4pm.

Petaling Street  This is the center of KL ’s Chinatown district. By day, stroll past 
hawker stalls, dim sum shops, w et markets, and all sor ts of shops, fr om pawnshops to 
coffin makers. A t night, a crazy bazaar (which is terribly cr owded) pops up—look for 
designer knockoffs, fake watches, and pirated CDs and D VDs here.
Petronas Twin Towers  Standing at an aw esome 452m (1,483 ft.) abo ve street 
level, with 88 stories, the to wers were the tallest buildings in the world fr om 1998 to 
2004 (when Taipei 101 snatched the title). From the outside, the structures are designed 
with the kind of geometric patterns common to I slamic architecture, and on lev els 41 
and 42 the two towers are linked by a bridge. Visitors are permitted on the viewing deck 
on the bridge fr om 9am to 7pm ev ery day except Mondays and public holidays; other-
wise, the building is accessible only if y ou are conducting business inside. Limited fr ee 
tickets go fast, so line up early. 
Kuala L umpur Cit y C entre. & 03/2051-7770. w ww.petronastwintowers.com.my. F ree admission, but 
tickets are limited.

Sri Mahamariaman Temple This bright temple livens the gray street scene around 
it. It’s a beautiful temple tucked away in a narr ow street in KL’s Chinatown area, which 
was built by Thambusamy Pillai, a pillar of old KL’s Indian community.
Jalan Bandar. Free admission.
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Sultan Abdul Samad Building In 1897, this exotic building was designed by two 
colonial architects, A. C. N orman and A. B. H ubbock, in a style called M uhammadan 
or neo-Saracenic, which combines I ndian Muslim architecture with G othic and other 
Western elements. Built to house government administrative offices, today it is the home 
of Malaysia’s Supreme Court and High Court. At night, the building is lit up . 
Jalan Raja. Free admission.

GOLF
People from all over Asia flock to Malaysia for its golf courses, many of which ar e excel-
lent standard courses designed by pros. The Kuala Lumpur Golf & Country Club, 10 
Jalan 1/70D Off Jalan Bukit Kiara (& 03/2093-1111), has 2 courses, 18 holes each, par 
71 and 72, designed by R. Nelson and R. Wright, with greens fees of RM180 ($52/£32) 
weekdays. The club is closed to nonmembers on w eekends and holidays. Suajana Golf 
& Country Club, Km 3, Jalan Lapangan Terbang Sultan Abdul Aziz Shah, 46783 Sub-
ang Selangor (& 03/7846-1466; fax 03/7846-7818), has two 18-hole courses, each par 
72, designed b y R onald F ream, with gr eens fees fr om RM220 ($64/£40) w eekdays, 
RM353 ($102/£64) weekends and holidays.

SHOPPING
Kuala Lumpur is a truly great place to shop. In recent years, mall after mall has risen from 
city lots, filled with hundr eds of r etail outlets selling ev erything from haute coutur e to 
cheap chic clothing, electronic goods, jewelry, and arts and crafts. The major shopping 
malls are located in the ar ea around Jalan Bukit Bintang and Jalan Sultan Ismail. Suria 
KLCC, just beneath the Petronas Twin Towers, is KL’s most upmarket mall, while Berjaya 
Times Square wins the prize for excess, with 900 shops, food and entertainment outlets, 
plus one of the world ’s largest indoor amusement par ks. Pavilion KL on J alan B ukit 
Bintang is the city’s latest luxurious mall.

Still the best place for Malaysian handicrafts, the huge Central Market on Jalan Ben-
teng (& 03/2274-6542) keeps any shopper occupied for hours. There you’ll find local 
artists and craftspeople selling their war es in the hear t of town. It’s also a good place to 
find Malaysian handicrafts from other regions of the country. One specific shop I like to 
recommend for M alaysian handicrafts is KL Craft Complex, Section 3 J alan Conlay  
(& 03/2162-7533), with its war ehouse selection of assor ted goods fr om ar ound the 
country, all of it fine quality. Don’t forget to walk through the gardens to see the ar tists’ 
village. In the bungalows toward the side of the building, y ou’ll find some of M alaysia’s 
finest contemporary artists displaying their wor ks for sale. And w ear comfy shoes; y ou 
may need to walk back to the main r oad to get a cab.

Another favorite shopping haunt in KL is Chinatown, along Petaling Street. Day and 
night, it’s a great place to wander and bargain for knockoff designer clothing and acces-
sories, sunglasses, T-shirts, souvenirs, fake watches, and pirated CDs and D VDs.

Pasar malam  (night mar kets) ar e v ery popular ev ening activities in KL. Whole 
blocks are taken up with these brightly lit and bustling markets packed with stalls selling 
almost ev erything y ou can dr eam of . Two good bets for catching one: O n S aturday 
nights, head for Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman, while the Bangsar Night Market starts at 
dusk and is popular with tr endy residents.

KUALA LUMPUR AFTER DARK
There’s nightlife to spar e in KL, fr om fashionable lounges to sprawling discos to 
pubs per fect for lounging. B asically, y ou can expect to pay about RM10 to RM25 
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($2.90–$7.25/£1.80–£4.50) for a pint of beer, depending on what and where you order. 
Although quite a fe w pubs ar e open for lunch, most clubs won ’t open until about 6 or 
7pm. These places must all close b y 1 or 2am, so don ’t plan on staying out too late. 
Nearly all have a happy hour, usually between 5 and 7pm, when drink discounts apply 
on draft beers and “house-pour ” (lower-shelf ) mixed drinks. Generally, you’re expected 
to wear dr ess-casual clothing for these places, but av oid old jeans, sneakers, and v ery 
revealing outfits.

The center of nightlife, if y ou want to br owse, begins at the corner of J alan Sultan 
Ismail and Jalan P. Ramlee. Walk along P. Ramlee and y ou’ll find bars of all kinds, plus 
cafes and coffee shops. Jalan Bukit Bintang is another popular area to visit.

For a little live music with your drinks, the recently renovated Hard Rock Cafe, Jalan 
Sultan Ismail next to Concorde Hotel (& 03/2715-5555), hosts the best of the regional 
bands, which play most nights for a cr owd of locals, tourists, and expatriates who take 
their parties very seriously.

The biggest dance club in to wn is Zouk, fashioned after the ultrasuccessful Z ouk in 
Singapore. It’s at 113 J alan Ampang, do wn the str eet from MTC (& 03/2171-1997). 
There’s a co ver charge of anywher e betw een RM25 and RM40 ($7.25–$12/£4.50–
£7.20), depending on what’s going on inside. 

Bangsar, just outside the city limits, is 2 or 3 blocks of bars, cafes, and restaurants that 
cater to a variety of tastes (in fact, so many expatriates hang out there, they call it Kweiloh 
Lumpur, “Foreigner Lumpur” in Mandarin). Every taxi driver knows where it is. Get in 
and ask to go to J alan Telawi Tiga in B angsar—fare should be no mor e than RM7 or 
RM10 ($2.05 or $2.90/£1.25 or £1.80)—and once ther e, it’s very easy to catch a cab 
back to town. 

SIDE TRIPS FROM KUALA LUMPUR
Batu Caves 
Located 13 km (8 miles) nor th of Kuala Lumpur, Batu Caves have become one of the 
most significant Hindu religious sites outside of India. Built within a series of caves inside 
a limestone hill, three main caves make up a temple complex devoted to the Lord Muru-
gan. During the Hindu Thaipusam festival, held each year in either January or February, 
devotees bathe in the nearb y B atu Riv er befor e donning kevadis, stainless-steel racks 
decorated with flowers and fruits and held to the body with pins and ske wers. A proces-
sion leads from the river to the hill and up the 272 steps to the main cav e. The festival 
draws over 800,000 each year, but the caves are a nice side trip any time. The most con-
venient way to visit the caves is by taxi, which from KL will take about 25 to 30 minutes 
and costs appr oximately RM15 to RM20 ($4.35–$5.80/£2.70–£3.60). D uring Thai-
pusam, contact the Tourism Malaysia office for shuttle instructions.  

Taman Negara National Park 
Malaysia’s most famous national park, Taman Negara, covers 434,350 hectares (1.1 mil-
lion acres) of primary rainforest estimated to be as old as 130 million y ears, and encom-
passes within its bor der Gunung Tahan, peninsular Malaysia’s highest peak, at 2,187m 
(7,173 ft.) above sea level.

Prepare to see lush v egetation and rare orchids, some 675 bird species, and maybe, if 
you’re lucky, some barking deer, tapir, elephants, tigers, leopards, and wild cattle or gaur. 
As for primates, there are long-tailed macaques, leaf monkeys, gibbons, and more. Taman 
Negara showcases efforts to keep this land in as pristine a state as possible, despite exten-
sive logging in many par ts of the country.
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There are outdoor activities for any level of adventurer. Short jungle walks to observe 
nature are lovely, but then so are the hard-core 9-day treks or climbs up Gunung Tahan. 
There are also overnight trips to night hides where you can observe animals up close. The 
jungle canopy walk is one of the longest in the world, and at 25m (82 ft.) above ground, 
the view is spectacular. There are also rivers for rafting and swimming, fishing spots, and 
a couple of caves. Fishing permits must be obtained beforehand from the Ranger Head-
quarters.

If you plan y our trip thr ough one of the main r esort operators, they can arrange, in 
addition to accommodations, all meals, tr eks, and a coach transfer to and fr om Kuala 
Lumpur. Prices vary, depending on the season and your level of comfort desired. The best 
time to visit is between the months of April and September; other times, it will be a tad 
wet, and that’s why it’s called a rainforest.

Mutiara Taman Negara Resort , well established in the business of hosting visitors 
to the park, is the best accommodations in terms of comfort. It organizes trips for 3 days 
and 2 nights or for 4 days and 3 nights, as w ell as an a la car te deal where you pay for 
lodging and activities separately. Accommodations come in many styles: a bungalow suite 
for families; chalet and chalet suite, both good for couples; standar d guesthouse rooms; 
and dormitory hostels for budget trav elers. To get an idea of pricing, a 3-day , 2-night 
package runs about RM369 ($107/£66) per person, double occupancy in a chalet, with 
air-conditioning with attached bathroom, plus full board, meals, and activities. What it 
doesn’t include is bus transfer from KL (RM80/$23/£14 per person round-trip) and the 
boat upriver from the park entrance (RM56/$16/£10 per person r ound-trip). A la carte 
activities include a 3-hour jungle tr ek, a 1 1/2-hour night jungle walk, the half-day Lata 
Berkoh river trip with swimming, a 2-hour cave exploration, and a trip down the rapids 
in a rubber raft (Kuala Tahan, Jerantut, 27000 Pahang; & 09/266-3500, Kuala Lumpur 
Sales Office 03/2782-2222, www.mutiarahotels.com).

Genting Highlands
The “City of Entertainment,” as Genting is known locally, serves as Malaysia’s answer to 
Las Vegas, complete with bright lights (which can be seen fr om Kuala L umpur) and 
gambling. And although most people come her e for the casino, ther e’s a wide range of 
other activities, although most of them seem to serve the purpose of entertaining the kids 
while you bet their college funds at the r oulette wheel. While it lacks the sophistication 
of other casino destinations, it is v ery popular with local punters and families seeking a 
one-stop destination in the cool mountain air .

Genting has six hotels of varying prices within the resort. Rates vary depending on the 
season, so be prepared for higher rates during the winter holidays. Genting Hotel is the 
best choice—a newer property that’s linked directly to the casino. Weekday rates are from 
RM245 ($71/£44) for double occupancy , and w eekend rates ar e from RM355 ($103/
£64) double occupancy.

Outside of the casino, there’s a pond, a bowling alley, and an indoor heated pool. For 
children, the Genting Theme Park covers 9,300 sq. m (100,104 sq. ft.) of mostly rides, 
plus many Western fast-food eating outlets, games, and other attractions. The Awana 
Golf and Country Club (& 03/6101-3025) is the premier golf course in these hills. 

For buses fr om Kuala Lumpur, call Genting Highlands Transport, operating buses 
every half-hour from 6:30am to 9pm daily fr om KL Sentral train station. The cost one-
way is RM7.50 ($2.15/£1.35) and the trip takes 1 hour. The bus lets you off at the foot 
of the hill, where you take the cable car to the top (price included with bus ticket). F or 
bus information, call & 03/6251-8398.
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You can also get ther e by hiring an outstation taxi. The cost is RM40 ($12/£7.20), 
and a taxi can be arranged by calling the Puduraya outstation taxi stand at & 03/2078-
0213.

The Genting Highlands Resort is o wned and operated b y Resorts World Berhad, 
who’ll be glad to provide you with hotel reservations if you call & 03/2718-1118.

Cameron Highlands
Located in the hills, this colonial-era r esort town has a cool climate, which makes it the 
perfect place for weekend getaways by Malaysians and Singaporeans who are sick of the 
heat. If you’ve been in the region awhile, you might also appreciate the respite.

The climate is also v ery conducive to agriculture. After the area’s discovery by British 
surveyor William Cameron in 1885, the major crop here became tea, which is still grown 
today. The area’s lovely gardens supply cities throughout the region with vegetables, flow-
ers, and fr uit year-round. Among the fav orites here are the strawberries, which can be 
eaten fresh or transformed into yummy desser ts in the local r estaurants. At the many 
commercial flower nurseries, you can see chr ysanthemums, fuchsias, and r oses growing 
on the terraces. Rose gardens are prominent here.

Temperatures in the highlands av erage 70°F (21°C) during the day and 50°F (10°C) 
at night. There are paths for tr eks though the countr yside and to peaks of surr ounding 
mountains. Two water falls, the R obinson Falls and P arit Falls, have pools at their feet 
where you can swim.

There are no visitor information services here. They’ve been closed for a v ery long 
time and hav e no immediate plans for r eopening. You’ll find banks with A TMs and 
money-changing services along the main road in Tanah Rata, the main town.

The best accommodation her e is the  Smokehouse Hotel. S ituated betw een Tanah 
Rata and B rinchang towns, this pictur esque Tudor mansion has pr etty gardens and a 
charming old-world ambience. Built in 1937 as a country house in the heyday of colonial 
British getaways, its conv ersion into a hotel has kept the place happily in the 1930s. 
Guest suites have four-poster beds and antique furnishings, with some of the w ear that 
one might expect from an old inn. The hotel encourages guests to play golf at the neigh-
boring course, sit for afternoon tea with strawberr y confections, or tr ek along nearb y 
paths (for which they ’ll provide a picnic basket). I t’s all a bizarr e escape from Malaysia, 
but a charming one. (Tanah Rata, Cameron Highlands, Pahang Darul Makmur; & 05/
491-1215; fax 05/491-1214; www .thesmokehouse.com.my, RM440–RM750/$128–
$218/£79–£135 suite.)

Most of the sights can be seen in a day , but it ’s difficult to plan y our time w ell. In 
Cameron H ighlands, I r ecommend tr ying one of the sightseeing outfits in either 
Brinchang or Tanah Rata. C. S. Travel & Tours, 47 Main Rd., Tanah Rata (& 05/491-
1200), is a highly reputable agency that will plan half-day tours for RM20 ($5.80/£3.60) 
or full days starting from RM80 ($23/£14). On your average tour, you’ll see the Boh tea 
plantation and factory, flower nurseries, rose gardens, strawberry farms, butterfly farms, 
and the Sam Poh Buddhist Temple. You’re required to pay admission to each attraction 
yourself (about RM5/$1.45/90p). They also pr ovide tr ekking and o vernight camping 
tours in the surrounding hills with local trail guides.

If you want to hit around some balls, Padang Golf, Main Road between Tanah Rata 
and Brinchang (& 05/491-1126), has 18 holes at par 71, with greens fees around RM53 
($15/£9.55) on w eekdays and RM84 ($24/£15) on w eekends. They also pr ovide club 
rentals, caddies, shoes, and car ts.
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To get to Cameron Highlands, Kurnia Bistari Express Bus (& 05/491-1485) oper-
ates betw een K uala L umpur and Tanah Rata daily for ar ound RM20 ($5.80/£3.60) 
one-way. They don’t accept bookings in K uala Lumpur, asking y ou to just sho w up at 
Puduraya bus terminal to buy your ticket and board the next bus. The bus terminal is in 
the center of town along the main drag. J ust next to it is the taxi stand. I t’s a two-horse 
town; y ou can ’t miss either of them. O utstation taxis fr om KL will cost RM240 
($70/£43) for the trip. Call & 03/2078-0213 for booking. Taxis are cheaper on the way 
back because they don’t have to climb the mountains.

2  J O H O R  B A H R U

Johor Bahru, the capital of the state of J ohor, is at the southern tip of the M alaysian 
peninsula, wher e M alaysia’s nor th-south highway comes to its southern terminus. 
Because it’s just over the causeway from Singapore, a very short jump by car, bus, or train, 
it’s a popular point of entry to Malaysia. Johor Bahru, or “JB,” is not the most fascinating 
destination in M alaysia. I f you want a good side trip fr om Singapore, there are more 
interesting sights in Melaka (see below) or better beaches on Tioman (see chapter 14).

The Malaysia Tourism Board office in Johor Bahru is at the Johor Tourist Informa-
tion Centr e ( JOTIC), centrally located on J alan Ay er M olek, on the second floor 
(& 07/223-4935). You can also find information at www.tourismjohor.com.

The Sultan Ismail Airport/Senai International Airport, 30 to 40 minutes outside 
the city ( & 07/599-4737), has r egular flights thr ough Malaysia Airlines to and fr om 
major cities in Malaysia (& 1300/883-000; www.malaysiaairlines.com). AirAsia (& 03/
8775-4000; www.airasia.com) also uses JB as a hub to major destinations thr oughout 
Malaysia.

Buses to and fr om other par ts of M alaysia are based at the Lar kin Bus Terminal off 
Jalan Garuda in the nor thern part of the city. Taxis are available at the terminal to take 
you to the city. If you’re coming from Singapore, the Singapore–Johor Express (& 65/
6292-8149) operates every 10 minutes between 6:30am and midnight from the Ban Sen 
Terminal at Queen Street near Arab Street, Singapore. The cost for the half-hour trip is 
S$2.40 ($1.60¢/£1.10). If you take the bus, y ou can choose to get off at the M alaysian 
immigration checkpoint, which is more or less in the center of town, instead of going all 
the way to Larkin.

The Keretapi Tanah Melayu Berhad (KTM) trains arrive and depart from the Johor 
Bahru Railway S tation at J alan Tun Abdul Razak, opposite M erlin Tower (& 07/223-
4727). Catch express trains from KL Sentral (& 03/2267-1200) twice daily for RM34 
to RM68 ($9.85–$20/£6.10–£12), depending on the class y ou travel. From the Singa-
pore Railway Station (& 65/6222-5165), on Keppel Road in Tanjong Pagar, the short 
trip is S$2.90 (US$1.95/£1.30).

If you find yourself in JB overnight, the Hyatt Regency (Jalan Sungai Chat; & 800/
233-1234 or 07/222-1234; fax 07/223-2718; http://johorbahr u.regency.hyatt.com; 
RM374/$108/£67 double) is the top pick in terms of quality . JB has some good food, 
which you can try at the Tepian Tebrau Stalls in Jalan Skudai (along the seafront) and the 
hawker stalls near the Central Market. The dish that puts Johor Bahru on the map, ikan 
bakar (barbecued fish with chilies), is out of this world at the Tepian Tebrau stalls.

The sights in Johor Bahru are few, but there is an inter esting museum inside the old 
istana. The Royal Abu Bakar Museum, also called the I stana Bakar, is a gorgeous r oyal 
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palace built by Sultan Abu Bakar in 1866. Today it houses the r oyal collection of inter-
national treasures, costumes, historical documents, fine ar t from the family collection, 
and relics of the sultanate. I t’s at J alan Tun Dr Ismail (& 07/223-0555; adults US$7, 
children 11 and under US$3; Sat–Thurs 9am–4pm). This museum charges admission in 
U.S. dollars; when y ou purchase your ticket, the ticket counter will conv ert the fee to 
Malaysian ringgits, according to the day’s exchange rate, to be paid in local currency. The 
saracenic flavor of the Bangunan Sultan Ibrahim (State Secretariat Building) on Jalan 
Abdul Ibrahim makes it feel older than it truly is. Built in 1940, today it houses the State 
Secretariat.

3  M E L A K A  ( M A L ACC A )  

Melaka’s attraction is its cultural heritage, ar ound which a substantial tourism industr y 
has grown. I f you’re visiting, a little kno wledge of histor y will help y ou appreciate all 
there is to see.

Melaka was founded ar ound 1400 b y P arameswara, called Iskandar S hah in the 
Malay Annals. After he was chased fr om Palembang in southern S umatra by invading 
Javanese, he set up a kingdom in S ingapore (Temasek), and after being o verthrown by 
invaders there, ran up the west coast of the Malay peninsula to Melaka, where he settled 
and established a por t city. As the site was in a fav orable spot to take adv antage of the 
two monsoons that dominated shipping routes, Melaka soon drew the attention of Arab 
and Chinese traders, both of whom maintained very close relations for trade and political 
advantage. I t was the early Arab mer chants who intr oduced I slam to M alaysia. After 
Parameswara’s death in 1414, his son, M ahkota Iskandar Shah, converted to I slam and 
popularized the faith throughout the area.

During the 15th centur y, M elaka was r uled b y a succession of wise sultans who 
expanded the wealth and stability of the economy; built up the administration ’s coffers; 
extended the sultanate to the far reaches of the Malay peninsula, Singapore, and parts of 
northern Sumatra; and thwar ted r epeated attacks b y the S iamese. The success of the 
empire drew international attention.

The Portuguese were eyeing the port and formulating plans to dominate the east–west 
trade route, to establish the naval supremacy of Portugal and promote Christianity in the 
region. They struck in 1511 and conquered Melaka in a battle that lasted only a month. 
After the defeat, the sultanate fled to Johor while the Portuguese looted the city and sent 
its riches off to Lisbon.

The Portuguese were the first of a chain of r uling foreign powers who would struggle 
in vain to r etain the early economic success of the city . The foreign conquerors had a 
major strike against them: Their staunch Christianity alienated the locals and r epelled 
Arab traders. The city quickly became nothing more than a sleepy outpost.

In 1641, the Dutch, with the help of Johor, conquered Melaka and controlled the city 
until 1795. Again the Dutch were unsuccessful in rebuilding the glory of past prosperity 
in Melaka, and the city continued to sleep .

In 1795, the Dutch traded Melaka to the British in return for Bencoolen in Sumatra, 
being far more concerned with their Indonesian interests anyway. Melaka became a per-
manent British settlement in 1811, but b y this time had become so poor and alienated 
that it was impossible to bring it back to life.
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Today Melaka is a sleepy backwater . The historic hear t of to wn is distinctiv e, with 
narrow one-way lanes hugged b y old colonial-style shophouses built b y the Dutch and 
British and later inhabited b y w ealthy Chinese and P eranakan (S traits-born Chinese) 
families. The buildings that stand out, ho wever, are the bright r ed structures, a chur ch 
and administrative buildings built by the Dutch during their rule. Just steps away are the 
remains of a Portuguese fort and church, and also close b y you’ll find English churches 
as well.

ESSENTIALS
Visitor Information
The Melaka Tourism Information Centre is on Jalan Kota at the Town Square next to 
the bridge (& 06/281-4803).

Getting There
BY TRAIN Melaka doesn’t have a proper train station, but the KTM stops at Tampin 
(& 06/441-1034), 38km (24 miles) nor th of the city . I t’s not the most conv enient 
way in and out of the city , but if y ou decide to stop en r oute between Kuala Lumpur 
and Johor Bahru, you can easily catch a waiting taxi to y our hotel in to wn for RM40 
($12/£7.20).
BY BUS  From S ingapore, contact Grassland E xpress at & 65/6293-1166, www.
grassland.com.sg. A bus depar ts at 8am daily for the 4 1/2-hour trip (S$27/US$18/£12). 
From KL’s Puduraya Bus Terminal on Jalan Pudu, Transnasional (& 03/6201-3463) 
has hourly buses between 8am and 10pm for about RM10 ($2.90/£1.80). The trip takes 
about 21/2 hours.

The bus station in Melaka is at Jalan Kilang, within the city. Taxis are easy to find from 
here.
BY T AXI Outstation taxis can bring y ou her e fr om K uala L umpur for RM140 
($41/£25). The outstation taxi stand in Melaka is at the bus terminal on J alan Kilang.

Getting Around
Most of the historic sights around the town square are well within walking distance. For 
other trips, taxis are the most conv enient way around but are at times difficult to find. 
They’re also not as clearly marked as in KL or Johor Bahru. They are not metered, so be 
prepared to bargain. Basically, no matter what you do, you’ll always be charged a higher 
rate than a local. Tourists ar e almost always quoted at RM10 ($2.90/£1.80) for local 
trips. Malaysians pay RM5 ($1.45/90p). I f you’re feeling spor ty, you can bargain for a 
price somewhere in between.

Trishaws (bicycle rickshaws) ar e all o ver the historic ar eas of to wn, and in M elaka 
they’re renowned for being very, very garishly decorated (which adds to the fun!). Nego-
tiate for hourly rates of about RM30 ($8.70/£5.40) for two people.

Fast Facts: Melaka
Melaka’s area code is 06. Major banks are located in the historic center of to wn, with a 
couple along Jalan Putra. Internet places come and go. Your best bet is to ask your hotel’s 
concierge or the Melaka Tourism Information Centre (see above) for the nearest cafes.

WHERE TO STAY
Melaka is not very large, and most of the places to stay ar e well within walking distance 
of attractions, shopping, and restaurants.
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Heeren House  This is the place to stay in Melaka for a taste of the local culture. 
Started by a local family, the small guesthouse is a r enovated 100-year-old building fur-
nished in traditional P eranakan and colonial style and located right in the hear t of his-
torical European Melaka. All the bedrooms have views of the Melaka River, and outside 
the front door of the hotel is a winding str etch of old buildings housing antiques shops. 
Just walk out and wander . Small rooms have very basic amenities. The rooms on the 
second floor are somewhat larger. Laundry service is available, and there’s a cafe and gift 
shop on the pr emises. Very friendly establishment r un by a family who is v ery knowl-
edgeable on local events. Reserve well in advance.
1 Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock, 75200 Melaka. & 06/281-4241. Fax 06/281-4239. 6 units. RM139 ($40/£25) 
double; RM269 ($78/£48) family room. No credit cards. Amenities: Cafe. In room: A/C, TV.
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Hotel Puri Value  In olden days, Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock was known as “Million-
aire Row” for all the w ealthy families that liv ed here. This old “mansion” has been con-
verted into a guesthouse, its tiled parlor has become a lobb y, and the courtyard is where 
breakfast is served each morning. Although Hotel Puri isn’t big on space, it is big on value 
(discount rates can be pretty low). Rooms are very clean and, while not overly stylish, are 
comfortable enough for any w eary traveler. A friendly and r esponsive staff adds to the 
appeal.
118 Jalan Tun Tan Cheng L ock, 75200 M elaka. & 06/282-5588. Fax 06/281-5588. w ww.hotelpuri.com. 
50 units. RM138 ($40/£25) double; RM255 ($74/£46) triple; fr om RM265 ($77/£48) suite. AE, MC, V. Ame-
nities: Restaurant; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting. In r oom: A/C, TV w/sat ellite pr ogramming, fridge , hair 
dryer.

The Majestic Malac ca  The Majestic Malacca is an integral par t of M elaka’s 
history, dating back to the 1800s. The facade is faithfully r estored fr om the original 
design, but inside, the hotel is stylish and plush, with all the modern conv eniences trav-
elers need to enjoy historic Melaka. Those who appreciate heritage properties and grand 
hotels should choose the Majestic, although it still retains a boutique ambience.
188 Jalan Bunga Raya, 75100 Melaka. & 06/289-8000. Fax 06/289-8080. www.majesticmalacca.com. 54 
units. RM977 ($283/£176) double; from RM2,540 ($737/£457) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: Restaurant; 
bar; lounge for afternoon tea; pool; health club; spa; c oncierge; airport transfers; room service. In room: 
A/C, flatscreen TV w/satellite programming, minibar, hair dryer.

Renaissance Melaka Hotel   Renaissance is one of the better hotels in M elaka 
and, according to business trav elers, is the most r eliable place for quality accommoda-
tions—but aside from the pieces of Peranakan porcelain and art in the public areas, you 
could almost believ e you weren’t in M elaka at all. The hotel is, ho wever, situated in a 
good location, though you’ll still need a taxi to most of the sights. Rooms are fairly large 
and filled with Western comforts. Don’t expect much fr om the views, as the hotel is in 
the commercial part of the city. No historical landmarks to gaze upon here.
Jalan Bendahara, 75100 Melaka. & 888/236-2427 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/251-259 in Australia, 800/264-
333 in New Z ealand, 800/221-222 in the U .K., or 06/284-8888. F ax 06/284-9269. w ww.marriott.com/hotels/
travel/mkzrn-renaissance-melaka-hotel. 294 units. RM480 ($139/£86) double; from RM620 ($180/£112) suite. 
AE, MC, V. Amenities: 3 restaurants; bar and lobb y lounge; outdoor pool; golf nearb y; squash courts; health 
club w/sauna, st eam, and massage; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; ex ecutive-level 
rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar.

WHERE TO DINE
In Melaka you’ll find the typical mix of authentic M alay and Chinese food, and as the 
city was the major settling place for the Peranakans in Malaysia, their unique style of food 
is featured in many of the local r estaurants.

A good recommendation for a quick bite at lunch or dinner if y ou’re strolling in the 
historic area is the long string of open-air food stalls along J alan Merdeka, just between 
Mahkota Plaza Shopping and Warrior Square. Mama Fatso’s is especially good for Chi-
nese-style seafood and M alay sambal curr y. A good meal will r un you about RM35 to 
RM40 ($10–$12/£6.30–£7.20) per person.

Try local P eranakan cuisine at Restoran B ibik N eo (N o. 6, gr ound floor , J alan 
Merdeka, Taman Melaka Raya; & 06/281-7054), a small coffee shop  that’s about as 
authentic as y ou can get. Ikan assam with eggplant is a tasty mild fish curr y that’s very 
rich and tar t, and I always go for the otak-otak (pounded fish and spices baked in a 
banana leaf ).



237

P
E

N
IN

S
U

L
A

R
 M

A
L

A
Y

S
IA

:  K
U

A
L

A
 LU

M
P

U
R

 &
 T

H
E

 W
E

S
T

 C
O

A
S

T

13

M
E

L
A

K
A

 (M
A

L
A

C
C

A
)

For a taste of Portuguese Melaka, the Portuguese Settlement has some open-air food 
stalls by the water, where in the evenings hawkers sell an assortment of dishes inspired by 
these former colonial rulers, including many fresh seafood offerings. Saturday nights are 
best, when, at 8pm, there’s a cultural show with music and dancing. Other times it may 
be slo w business. ( Jalan d ’Albuquerque off J alan Ujon P asir; dinner fr om RM20–
RM30($5.80–$8.70/£3.60–£5.40) per person; no credit cards.)

Geographer Restaurant and Bar, located along the popular Jalan Hang Jebat (& 06/
281-6813), is v ery accommodating to trav elers. They know which buttons to push to 
make travelers happy, so expect icy-cold beer , international comfor t food, local dishes, 
souvenirs, Wi-Fi, and ev ening enter tainment, including bands on some nights. They 
serve only white meat—the tandoori chicken is r ecommended. Vegetarians ar e w ell 
catered to. They’re open daily from midmorning till late, as the bar and music swings into 
action. Prices range from RM10 to RM40 ($2.90–$12/£1.80–£7.20).

ATTRACTIONS
To get the most out of M elaka, it’s best to have a bit of kno wledge about the histor y of 
the place, which I’ve explained briefly in the intro to this section. Most of the preserved 
historical sites ar e on both sides of the M elaka River. Start at Stadthuys (the old to wn 
hall, pronounced “stat-highs”), and you’ll see most of Melaka pretty quickly.

Museums
Baba Ny onya Heritage Museum   Called “M illionaire’s R ow,” J alan Tun Tan 
Cheng Lock is lined with r ow houses that were built by the Dutch and later bought b y 
wealthy Peranakans; the ar chitectural style r eflects their East-meets- West lifestyle. The 
house dates fr om 1896, when thr ee houses w ere combined into one. The entrance fee 
includes a guided tour.
48�50 Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock. & 06/283-1273. Adults RM8 ($2.30/£1.45), children RM4 ($1.15/70p). 
Daily 10am–12:30pm and 2–4:30pm.

Cultural Museum (Muzium Buda ya)  A replica of the former palace of S ultan 
Mansur Syah (1456–77), this museum was rebuilt according to historical descriptions to 
house a fine collection of cultural ar tifacts such as clothing, w eaponry, and royal items. 
The gardens are quite nice.
Kota Rd., next to Porta de Santiago. & 06/282-6526. Adults RM2 (60¢/35p), childr en RM.50 (15¢/10p). 
Daily 9am–5:30pm.

Eye on Mala ysia This 60m (197 ft.) obser vation wheel, pr eviously located at Lake 
Titiwangsa in KL, was moved to its current location, at the mouth of the M elaka River, 
in November 2008. The 12-minute ride takes y ou over the oldest par ts of Melaka, for 
bird’s-eye views of the town’s most historically significant buildings and streets. The Fer-
ris wheel sits atop a 1.6-hectar e (4-acr e) complex that is being dev eloped in phases 
through 2009 with a light and sound waterscr een showcase, a M alaysian International 
Space Adventure (MISA) museum, and food outlets.
Munara Sungai M elaka, Kota Laksamana. & 06/284-1888. www.eyeonmalaysia.com.my. Adults RM20 
($5.80/£3.60), children RM10 ($2.90/£1.80). Mon–Thurs 10am–11pm; Fri–Sun 10am–midnight.

Maritime Museum and the Royal Malaysian Navy Museum These two muse-
ums are located across the street from one another but shar e admission fees. The Mari-
time Museum is in a r estored 16th-century Portuguese ship, with exhibits dedicated to 
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Melaka’s history with the sea. The Navy Museum is a modern display of M alaysia’s less 
pleasant relationship with the sea.
Quayside Rd. & 06/282-6526. Adults RM3 (85¢/55p), children RM1 (30¢/20p). Daily 9am–5:30pm.

The People’s Museum, the Museum of B eauty, the Kite Museum, and the  
Governor of Melaka’s Gallery This strange collection of displays is housed under 
one roof. The People’s Museum is the story of development in Melaka. The Museum of 
Beauty is a look at cultural differences of beauty throughout time and around the world. 
The Kite Museum features the traditions of making and flying wau (kites) in Malaysia, 
and the governor’s personal collection is on exhibit at the G overnor’s Gallery.
Kota Rd. & 06/282-6526. Adults RM2 (60¢/35p), children RM.50 (15¢/10p). Daily 9am–5:30pm.

Stadthuys—The Museums of Histor y & E thnography and the Museum of  
Literature  The Stadthuys Town Hall was built by the Dutch in 1650, and it’s now 
home to the M elaka Ethnographical and H istorical Museum, which displays customs 
and traditions of all the peoples of Melaka, and takes you through the rich history of this 
city. Behind Stadthuys, the M useum of Literatur e includes old historical accounts and 
local legends. Admission price is for both exhibits.
Located at the cir cle int ersection of Jalan Qua yside, Jalan Laksamana, and Jalan Chan Koon Cheng . 
& 06/282-6526. Adults RM5 ($1.45/90p), children RM2 (60¢/35p). Daily 9am–5:30pm.

Youth Museums and Art Gallery In the old General Post office are these displays 
dedicated to Malaysia’s youth organizations and to the nation’s finest artists. An unusual 
combination.
Laksamana Rd . & 06/282-6526. Adults RM2 (60¢/35p), childr en RM.50 (15¢/10p). Tues–Sun 9am–
5:30pm.

Historical Sites
Christ Church The Dutch built this place in 1753 as a D utch Reform Church, and 
its architectural details include such wonders as ceiling beams cut fr om a single tree and 
a Last S upper glazed tile motif abo ve the altar . It was later consecrated as an Anglican 
church, and mass is still per formed today in English, Chinese, and Tamil.
Located on Jalan Laksamana. Free admission.

Jalan Tokong  Not far from Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock is Jalan Tokong, called the 
“Street of Harmony” by the locals because it has thr ee coexisting places of worship: the 
Kampung Kling Mosque, the Cheng Hoon Teng Temple, and the Sri Poyyatha Vinayagar 
Moorthi Temple.
Melaka River Cruise  The Melaka River was once in a pr etty nasty state, but the 
authorities realized its tourism potential and cleaned it up. A flotilla of small boats trans-
ports sightseers up and down from the departure and drop-off point on the riverbank in 
front of D utch S quare. N ot only can y ou see the historic buildings, old war ehouses 
(godowns), interesting mangrove stands, chur ches, and villages, but y ou can peer into 
people’s backyards to see the comings and goings of riv erside life. The 1998 Sean Con-
nery movie Entrapment was par tially filmed her e. Tours last about 45 minutes in boats 
ranging from 20- to 40-seaters, and normally a minimum of eight passengers is required 
before departure.
Departs Taman Rempah near Jalan Mata Kuching. & 06/281-4322. Adults RM10 ($2.90/£1.80), children 
RM5 ($1.45/90p). Daily 9:30am–5pm and 6pm–midnight.
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Porta de S antiago (A Famosa)  Once the site of a P ortuguese fortress called A 
Famosa, all that remains today of the fortress is the entrance gate, which was saved from 
demolition by Sir Stamford Raffles. When the British East India Company demolished 
the place, Raffles r ealized the ar ch’s historical v alue and sav ed it. The fort was built in 
1512, but the inscription above the arch, “Anno 1607,” marks the date when the Dutch 
overthrew the Portuguese.
Located on Jalan Kota, at the int ersection of Jalan Parameswara. Free admission.

Portuguese Settlement and Portuguese Square The Portuguese Settlement is 
an enclave once designated for Portuguese settlers after they conquered Melaka in 1511. 
Some elements of their presence remain in the Lisbon-style architecture. Later, in 1920, 
the area was a Eurasian neighborhood. In the center of the settlement, Portuguese Square 
is a modern attraction with P ortuguese restaurants, handicrafts, souv enirs, and cultural 
shows. It was built in 1985 in an ar chitectural style to r eflect the surrounding flavor of 
Portugal.
Located down Jalan d’Albuquerque off of Jalan Ujon Pasir in the southern part of the city. Free admission.

St. Francis X avier’s Chur ch This church was built in 1849 and dedicated to S t. 
Francis Xavier, a Jesuit who brought Catholicism to Melaka and other parts of Southeast 
Asia.
Located on Jalan Laksamana. Free admission.

St. John’s Fort The fort, built by the Dutch in the late 18th centur y, sits on top of 
St. John’s Hill. Funny how the cannons point inland, huh? At the time, threats to the city 
came from land. It was named after a P ortuguese church to St. John the Baptist, which 
originally occupied the site.
Located off Lorong Bukit Senjuang. Free admission.

St. Paul’s Church The church was built b y the P ortuguese in 1521, but when the 
Dutch came in, they made it par t of A F amosa, conv erting the altar into a cannon 
mount. The open tomb inside was once the resting place of St. Francis Xavier, a mission-
ary who spr ead Catholicism thr oughout Southeast Asia and whose r emains were later 
moved to Goa.
Located behind Porta de Santiago. Free admission.

SHOPPING
Antiques hunting has been a major draw to Melaka for decades. Distinct Peranakan and 
teak furniture, porcelain, and household items fetch quite a price these days, due to a 
steady increase in demand for these rare treasures. The area down and around Jalan Hang 
Jebat and Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lok called Jonker Walk sports many little antiques shops 
that are filled with as many gorgeous items as any local museum. You’ll also find hand-
made crafts, ready-made batik clothing, and other souv enirs. Whether you’re buying or 
just looking, it’s a fun way to spend an afternoon.

For crafts and souvenirs, you’ll also find a row of shops along the lane beside Stadthuys. 
Most prices seem fair, but you may need to do a little bargaining.
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4  PA N G KO R

Pangkor’s claim to fame is the spectacular , award-winning Pangkor Laut Resort, nestled 
on its own private island—without a doubt one of Malaysia’s best known. Pangkor’s main 
island supports a wee village and some smaller resorts. For a while, the Pan Pacific group 
operated a fine r esort here, but no w the o wners operate it themselv es as the P angkor 
Island Beach Resort. Other than that, there’s not much to see.

If the exclusivity of seclusion is exciting for you, then Pangkor is your place. If you feel 
you need to br eak up the r esort experience with something else, Langkawi (later in this 
chapter), to the nor th, has luxur y resorts that ar e all that, plus gr eat restaurants and a 
range of adventurous natural activities.

The easiest way to get to P angkor is to hop a flight. Berjaya Air (& 03/2149-3731; 
www.berjaya-air.com) flies five times a week, and the trip is only 30 minutes. Compared 
to a 31/2-hour drive from KL, then a ferr y ride to the island, it sav es a lot of hassle.
Pangkor Laut Resor t  This private island r esort comprises priv ate wooden 
Malay-style chalets perched atop stilts, connected by wooden boardwalks over the green 
sea. P angkor Laut cr eates an effect that is r ustic and natural, y et uncompr omisingly 
sophisticated and luxurious. Each r oomy villa is adorned with warm wood interiors, 
uncluttered contemporar y wood furnishings, king-siz e beds, and writing tables with 
Malaysian arts and textiles throughout. Each has a private sun deck furnished with chaise 
lounges. Some rooms intentionally have no TV, but some villas come with their own CD 
or iPod sound system on which y ou can play CDs fr om the resort’s library. Spa and sea 
villas sit on stilts, with big pictur e windows that open out o ver the water. Lower-priced 
hill and gar den villas ar e housed in double-stor y buildings, hill villas commanding the 
best sea views. Spa villas connect directly to the resort’s full-service Spa Village, a seaside 
collection of landscaped buildings and pavilions wher e you can select a range of tr eat-
ments developed from Malay, Chinese, and Indian natural beauty and health secrets. You 
won’t get bored with dining options, either. Pangkor Laut has seven outlets serving either 
food or bev erages. A ctivities include char tered cr uises, sailing, windsur fing, kayaking, 
and jungle trekking, and golf can be arranged on the mainland. If you take your seclusion 
seriously, Pangkor Laut has eight full-ser vice private residences on the property as well.
Pangkor Laut Island , 32200 L umut, Perak. & 05/699-1100. Fax 05/699-1200. w ww.pangkorlautresort.
com. 142 units. RM1,368–RM2,150 ($397–$624/£246–£387) villa. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 4 restaurants; 
3 lounges; 2 out door pools; 3 out door lighted tennis courts; 2 squash c ourts; health club; spa; Jacuzzi; 
watersports equipment; c oncierge; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; TV r oom. In r oom: A/C, minibar , hair 
dryer.

5  P E N A N G  

Penang is unique in Malaysia because it has many things for many people. Tioman Island 
(see chapter 14) may have beaches and forests, but it has no shopping or historical sights 
to speak of. And although Melaka has historical sights and museums, it hasn’t a grain of 
decent sand. P enang has all of it: fun beaches, beautiful r esorts, rich histor y, div erse 
culture, and delicious food. I f you have only a shor t time to visit M alaysia but want to 
take in as wide an experience as y ou can, Penang is a good choice.

Penang gets its name fr om the M alay word pinang, in r eference to the ar eca plant, 
which grew on the island in abundance. The nut of the tree, commonly called betel, was 
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ACCOMMODATIONS
Golden Sands Resort
    by Shangri-La  4
Holiday Inn
    Resort Penang  5
Shangri-La’s Rasa
    Sayang Resort & Spa  3

DINING
Gurney Drive
    foodstalls  6
Long Beach
    food court  2

ATTRACTIONS
Batu Feringgi night bazaar  2 
Batu Muang Fishing Village  9
Botanical Gardens  7
Gurney Plaza  6
Penang Butterfly Farm  1
Penang Hill  8

3 4
2

PENINSULAR
MALAYSIA

GeorgetownGeorgetown

Penang Island

chewed habitually throughout the East (and in some par ts still is). I n the 15th centur y, 
it was a quiet place populated b y small M alay communities, attracting the inter est of 
some southern Indian betel merchants. By the time Francis Light, an agent for the B rit-
ish East India Company, arrived in 1786, the island was alr eady on the maps of E uro-
pean, I ndian, and Chinese traders. Light landed on the nor theast par t of the island, 
where he began a settlement after an agr eement with the sultan of K edah, on the main-
land. He called the town Georgetown , after George III. One story claims that to 
gain the help of the locals for clearing the site, he shot a cannonload of coins into the 
jungle.
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Georgetown became B ritain’s principal post in M alaya, attracting E uropeans, Arabs, 
northern and southern I ndians, southern Chinese, and M alays from the mainland and 
Sumatra to trade and settle. But it was never extremely profitable for England, especially 
when in 1819 S ir Stamford Raffles founded a ne w trading post in S ingapore. Penang 
couldn’t keep up with the ne w port’s success.

In 1826, Penang, along with M elaka and S ingapore, formed a unit called the S traits 
Settlements, over which Penang was voted the seat of go vernment by a narrow margin. 
Finally, in 1832, S ingapore stole its thunder when authority shifted ther e. In the late 
1800s, Penang got a big br eak. Tin mines and r ubber plantations on mainland M alaya 
were booming, and with the opening of the railway betw een KL and Butterworth (the 
town on the mainland just opposite the island), P enang once again thriv ed. Singapore 
firms scrambled to open offices in B utterworth.

The Great Depression hit Penang hard. So did the Japanese Occupation from 1941 to 
1945, when the island was badly bombed. B ut since Malaysia’s independence in 1957, 
Penang has had relatively good financial success.

Today the state of P enang is made up of the island and a small strip of land on the 
Malaysian mainland. Georgetown is the seat of go vernment for the state. Penang Island 
is 285 sq. km (111 sq. miles) and has a population of a little mor e than one million. 
Surprisingly, the population is mostly Chinese (59%), follo wed by Malays (32%) and 
Indians (7%).

Georgetown r eminds me of the way S ingapore looked befor e massiv e go vernment 
redevelopment and restoration projects “sanitized” the old neighborhoods. Georgetown’s 
grid of narr ow streets are still lined with shophouses that bustle with activity . Historic 
churches, temples, and mosques mingle with the city ’s newer architecture.

West of Georgetown, along Penang’s northern shore, you’ll find a number of popular 
resorts, sprawling complexes along strips of sandy beaches. U nfortunately, because Pen-
ang is located in the S traits of Malacca, the waters ar e not the idyllic cr ystal-clear azure 
you hope for in a tr opical v acation. Yes, y ou’ve got sun, sand, and seaspor ts, but no 
snorkeling or scuba. In my opinion, if you really want it all, enjoy the waters and sea life 
while you stay at one of the luxury resorts on Langkawi to the north (covered later in this 
chapter), and hop on a ferry to Georgetown for a day trip of sightseeing. There are short 
flights between the two islands as well.

ESSENTIALS
Visitor Information
The main Tourism Malaysia office is located at Lev el 56, KOMTAR Building (Kom-
pleks Tun Abdul Razak) on J alan Penang (& 04/264-3494). There’s another informa-
tion center at Penang International Airport (& 04/643-0501).

Getting There
BY PLANE Penang International Airport (& 04/643-4411) has flights that connect 
from all o ver the world. Malaysia Airlines  (& 1300/883-000; www.malaysiaairlines.
com) has about 20 flights each day fr om KL, plus connecting flights fr om all o ver the 
country and r egion. O ther airlines that ser vice Penang ar e Singapore Airlines, Thai 
Airways, C athay Pacific, AirAsia (& 1300/889-933; www.airasia.com), and Firefly 
(& 03/7845-4543; www.fireflyz.com.my).

The airport is 20km (12 miles) fr om the city. To get into to wn, you must pur chase 
fixed-rate coupons for taxis RM38 ($11/£6.85) to G eorgetown, RM60 ($17/£11) to 
Batu Feringgi. There are also car rentals at the airport; choose Avis (& 04/643-9633).
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Georgetown

BY TRAIN By rail, the overnight trip from KL to Butterworth takes 10 hours and costs  
RM85 ($25/£15) first-class passage, or as lo w as RM17 ($4.95/£3.05) for economy class.  
The prices vary greatly depending on whether y ou choose upper or lo wer berth and what 
class of passage you take. Call KL Sentral (& 03/2267-1200) for schedule information.

The train will let you off at the Butterworth Railway Station (& 04/323-7962), on 
Jalan Bagan Dalam (near the ferry terminal) in Butterworth, on the Malaysian mainland. 
From there, you can take a taxi to the island or head for the ferr y close by.
BY BUS  Many buses will bring y ou to Butterworth or Georgetown, but I r eally only 
recommend it if you’re not in a hurry. Aeroline (& 03/6258-8800; www.aeroline.com.
my) offers excellent executive coach services from KL to Penang.
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BY FERR Y The ferry to P enang is nestled betw een the B utterworth Railway S tation 
and the Butterworth bus terminal. It operates from 6am to 12:30am daily and takes 20 
minutes from pier to pier. Ferries leave every 10 minutes. Purchase your passage by drop-
ping RM1.20 (35¢/20p) exact change in the turnstile (there’s a change booth if you don’t 
have it). Fare is paid only on the trip to Penang. The return is free. The ferry lets you off 
at Weld Quay (& 04/310-2360).
BY TAXI The outstation taxi stand is in Butterworth next to the bus terminal (& 04/
323-2045). Fares to Butterworth from KL will be about RM350 ($102/£63).

Getting Around
BY TAXI Taxis are abundant, but be warned they do not use meters, so y ou must agree 
on the price before you ride. They frequently rip off tourists. Most trips within the city are 
between RM5 and RM10 ($1.45–$2.90/90p–£1.80). I f y ou’re staying out at the B atu 
Feringgi beach resort area, expect taxis to town to run RM25 to RM40 ($7.25–$12/£4.50–
£7.20). The ride is about 15 or 20 minutes but can take 30 minutes during r ush hour.
BY BUS Buses also run all over the island and are well used by tourists who don’t want 
to drop cash ev ery time they want to go to the beach. The dark-blue no. 93 and the 
white-with-blue no. 202 both operate between KOMTAR in Georgetown and the beach 
resorts at Batu Feringgi. Fare is anywhere under RM3 (85¢/55p). Get exact change from 
your hotel’s cashier before you set off, and ask the bus driver about the exact fare to your 
destination.
CAR RENTAL If you want to driv e, call A vis at the P enang International Airpor t at 
& 04/643-9633. They can also provide a car with driver for RM80 ($25/£14) per hour, 
for a minimum booking of 4 hours. I f you plan to visit areas off Penang Island, the rate 
will increase.
BY BIC YCLE & MOTORCYCLE Along Batu Feringgi, there are bicycles and motor-
cycles (little 100cc scooters, r eally) av ailable for r ent. I don ’t r ecommend r enting the 
scooters. You can never be certain of their maintenance r ecord, and Penang’s drivers are 
careless about watching your back. A sad number of visitors are injured or worse because 
of scooter accidents.
BY TRISHA W In G eorgetown, it ’s possible to find some trishaw action for about 
RM30 ($8.70/£5.40) an hour. It’s kitschy and touristy, and I completely r ecommend it 
for traveling between in-town sights, at least for an hour or two. Bargain hard; these guys 
are skilled negotiators, but they do wor k hard for the money.
ON FOOT I think ev eryone should walk at least par t of the time to see the sights of 
Georgetown because in between each landmark and exhibit there’s so much to see. A taxi, 
even a trishaw, will whisk y ou past back alleys wher e elderly hair cutters set up alfr esco 
shops, bicycle repairmen sit fixing tubes in front of their stores, and Chinese grannies fan 
themselves in the shade. G eorgetown is stimulating, with the sights of old trades still 
being plied on these living str eets, the noise of ev eryday life, and the ex otic smells of an 
old Southeast Asian por t. Give yourself at least a day her e. Start wandering early in the 
morning, by the waterfront, down the back alleys, before the heat of the sun takes hold—
the lighting is perfect for photography and you will find fantastic subjects her e.

Fast Facts: Penang
Penang’s area code is 04. The banking center of Georgetown is in the do wntown area 
(close to Ft. Cornwallis) on Leboh Pantai, Leboh Union, and Leboh Downing, but you’ll 
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find ATMs in KOMTAR and other smaller shopping plazas as well. Internet cafes come 
and go, so it’s best to ask your hotel’s concierge for the closest place to your hotel, or use 
the hotel’s. If you’re in to wn, Chulia S treet, the main drag for backpacker tourists, has 
Internet access in a few places.

WHERE TO STAY
Although Georgetown has many hotels right in the city for convenient sightseeing, most 
visitors choose to stay at one of the beach resorts 30 minutes away at Batu Feringgi. Trips 
back and forth can be a bother (regardless of the resorts’ free shuttle services), but if you’re 
not staying in a resort, most of the finer beaches ar e off-limits.
Cheong Fatt Tze Mansion  Finds  This is definitely one of the most unique 
and memorable hotel experiences in M alaysia—to sleep inside the walls of one of Asia ’s 
most carefully restored heritage homes, the huge and opulent mansion of 19th-centur y 
millionaire Cheong Fatt Tze. The lobby is a simple desk in the front hall; inside, the only 
facilities to speak of are a courtyard breakfast area, a library, and a TV room (guest rooms 
do not hav e TVs). Guest rooms are each distinctiv e in shape and decor , all with terra 
cotta or teak floors, charming architectural detail, and antiques and replicas of the period. 
Double rooms have either twin beds or one king-siz e bed. S uites are also av ailable. All 
are air-conditioned and hav e private bathrooms, though they ar e pretty small and bar e. 
The experience is described by the management as an “owner-hosted home-stay,” which 
is quite accurate. Don’t expect the professional polish of the finer hotels, but then, with 
so much beauty around you, who cares?
14 Leith St., 10200 Penang. & 04/262-0006. www.cheongfatttzemansion.com. 16 units. RM350 ($102/
£63) double; from RM450 ($131/£81) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: Breakfast area w/tea and beverage 
service; smoke-free rooms; TV room. In room: A/C.

The City Ba yview Hotel , P enang This city hotel is per fect for those who visit 
Penang for its cultural tr easures rather than its beaches. A good budget choice, it has a 
number of fair dining v enues, including a r ooftop r evolving r estaurant with ex cellent 
views of the island. Choose from guest rooms in the newer wing, completed in 1999, or 
those in the old wing. E ither choice offers cool rooms in neutral tones, not as elegant as 
many, but comfortable and definitely offering value for the money.
25-A Farquhar St., Geor getown, 10200 P enang. & 04/263-3161. Fax 04/263-4124. 320 units . RM276 
($80/£50) double, from RM828 ($240/£149) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; club w/liv e 
entertainment; lobb y lounge; out door pool; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; 
smoke-free rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Eastern & Orien tal Hotel (E&O )  E&O first opened in 1885, established b y 
the same S arkies brothers who w ere behind Raffles H otel in S ingapore. It is without a 
doubt the most atmospheric hotel in Penang, with manicured lawns and tropical gardens 
flanking a white colonial-style mansion, a lacelike facade, and Moorish minarets. Accom-
modations ar e all suites, with cozy sitting nooks and sleeping quar ters separated b y 
pocket sliding doors. You can expect molding details around every door and paned win-
dow, oriental carpets over polished teak floorboards, and Egyptian cotton linens dressing 
each poster bed. D ining along the hotel ’s many v erandas is gorgeous. One caveat: No 
beach, but the pool in the seafr ont garden is very pretty.
10 Farquhar St., 10200 Penang. & 04/222-2000. Fax 04/261-6333. www.e-o-hotel.com. 101 units. RM900–
RM2,050 ($261–$595/£162–£369). AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 r estaurants; English-st yle pub; small 
health club w/sauna; concierge; airport transfers; room service. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, 
minibar.
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Golden S ands Resor t b y Shangri-La   Kids  Shangri-La has been operating 
resorts on Penang longer than any one else, and because it got her e first, y ou can bet it 
laid claim to the best beach. S hangri-La has two neighboring pr operties on this site, 
Golden Sands and its more exclusive sister, Rasa Sayang. A four-star resort, Golden Sands 
is priced lower than the Rasa S ayang, so it attracts mor e families. The beach, pool ar ea, 
and public spaces fill up fast, and folks ar e occupied all day with beach spor ts like para-
sailing and jet-skiing, and pool games. For the younger set, a large indoor playground is 
popular with kids under 12 while Mom and Dad relax. Rooms are large with full ameni-
ties, and the higher-priced categories hav e views of the pool and sea. A ne w round of 
renovations will be completed in mid-2009.
Batu Feringgi Beach, 11100 Penang. & 800/942-5050 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/222-448 in Australia, 
800/442-179 in New Z ealand, or 04/881-1911. F ax 04/881-1880. w ww.shangri-la.com. 395 units . RM700 
($203/£126) double; RM1,750 ($508/£315) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 3 restaurants; lobby lounge; 
2 outdoor lagoon-style pools; outdoor lighted tennis courts; watersports equipment and activities; chil-
dren’s center; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite program-
ming and in-house movies, Wi-Fi, fridge, hairdryer.

Holiday Inn Resor t Penang Kids  This is a r ecommended choice for families, but 
be warned this resort has little appeal for vacationing couples or singles sans children. For 
families it has everything—special Kidsuites have a separate room for the wee ones with 
TV, video, and PlayStation, some with bunk beds—choose fr om jungle, treasure island, 
or outer space themes. H oliday Inn also has a Kids Club , fully super vised daycare with 
activities and games and a lifeguard. Older kids can join in beach volleyball, water polo, 
bike tours, and an assor tment of waterspor ts arranged b y the staff . Guest rooms are in 
two blocks: a lo w-rise structure near the beach and a high-rise to wer along the hillside, 
connected b y a second-stor y walkway. N aturally, the beachside r ooms command the 
greater rate. B eachside rooms also hav e better ambience and slightly larger space, with 
wood floors and details, while to wer rooms have less charm. The lack of dining options 
gets tiring.
72 Batu F eringgi, 11100 P enang. & 04/881-1601. Fax 04/881-1389. w ww.holidayinnpenang.com. 358 
units. RM450–RM550 ($131–$160/£81–£99) hillview double; RM530–RM650 ($154–$189/£95–£117) 
seaview double; RM800 ($232/£144) K idsuite; from RM800 ($232/£144) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 
Restaurant; lobby lounge; out door pool and childr en’s pool; out door lighted tennis courts; health club; 
watersports equipment rentals; children’s club; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In 
room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, miniba, hair dryerr.

Shangri-La’s Rasa Sayang Resort & Spa   Rasa Sayang reopened in 2006 
after a RM10.5-million ($3-million/£1.9-million) r edevelopment that saw par ts of the 
original buildings gutted to make way for a spa to compete with the deluxe resorts in the 
region. Rasa Sayang was the first resort to be built along Batu Feringgi, so it commands 
the best beach of all the r esorts, with 12 hectar es (30 acr es) of gr ounds—enough for a 
par-3 executive golf course, two pools, and plenty of gar dens, plus two wings of guest 
rooms, Rasa and Garden. Standard rooms are gorgeous, most with sea views, in contem-
porary style and natural tones, deep wood built-ins, and big fluffy beds. I n the Rasa 
Wing, guest r ooms have private verandas and gar dens, or balconies with tubs outside. 
Rasa Sayang also launched the S hangri-La’s new spa brand, CHI, with decor and tr eat-
ments based on Chinese principles of yin and yang and the fiv e elements: metal, wood, 
water, fire, and earth. 
Batu Feringgi Beach, 11100 Penang. & 800/942-5050 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/222-448 in Australia, 
800/442-179 in New Zealand, or 04/888-8888. Fax 04/881-1880. www.shangri-la.com. 304 units. RM1,491 
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($432/£268) double; RM2,266 ($657/£408) R asa Wing double. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 4 restaurants; 2 
bars; 2 out door lagoon-style pools; out door lighted tennis courts; health club; spa; wat ersports equip-
ment and ac tivities; concierge; airpor t transfers; room ser vice; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite 
programming and in-house movies, fridge, hair dryer.

WHERE TO DINE
The 1885   CONTINENTAL If y ou’re celebrating a special occasion while in 
Penang, The 1885 will make the experience bey ond memorable. The nostalgic romance 
of the E&O H otel, its colonial ar chitecture, interiors, and manicur ed lawns ev oking 
times when tigers probably roamed the grounds after dark, provides the most incredible 
backdrop for a perfect meal. From an ever-changing menu, poultry, special cuts of meats, 
and fr esh seafood ar e pr epared in delicate contemporar y Western style. Candlelight, 
starched linens, silv er service, and extr emely attentive staff cr eate a magical experience. 
The wine list is extensiv e. By Malaysian standards, this is an expensiv e meal, but if y ou 
compare the quality of the ser vice, cuisine, and surroundings, really, you will never find 
such elegance for this price in E urope or the S tates. E nglish afternoon teas ar e also 
superb. Men are asked to kindly wear a shirt with a collar.
Eastern & Oriental Hotel (E&O), 10 Lebuh Farquhar. & 04/222-0000. Reservations recommended. Main 
courses RM60–RM180 ($17–$52/£11–£32). AE, DC, MC, V. Daily 7–10:30pm.

Mama’s Nyonya Restaurant Finds  NYONYA Those who crav e Penang’s most 
famous culinary style of N yonya food (or P eranakan) have to visit this cozy family-r un 
restaurant in Abu Siti Lane. Ruby, one of the four sisters who r un the place, learned her 
cooking from her Mama, hence the name. I t’s authentic, as Mama keeps a watchful ey e 
on her pr otégés, although she no longer cooks. You’ll see her ther e ev ery day though 
lending a helping hand with all the painstaking detail required for this kind of food. You 
might encounter some of her famous clients, including M alaysia’s o wn international 
shoemaker, D atuk J immy Choo, or H ong K ong dir ector Ang Lee. All the fav orite 
Nyonya dishes are on the menu—try tau eu bak, purut ikan, Nyonya fish head curry, and 
otak otak. Look like a tourist, and someone will help y ou negotiate the menu.
31-D, Abu Siti Lane , Geor getown. & 04/229-1318. Main c ourses RM10–RM25 ($2.90–$7.25/£1.80–
£4.50). No credit cards. Tues–Sun 11:30am–2:30pm and 6:30–9:30pm.

May G arden Restaur ant CANT ONESE This is a top Cantonese r estaurant in 
Georgetown, and while it’s noisy and not too big on ambience, it has excellent food. But 
how many Chinese do you know who go to places for ambience? It’s the food that counts! 
Outstanding dishes include the tofu and broccoli topped with sea snail slices or the fresh 
steamed live prawns. They also have suckling pig and Peking duck. Don’t agree to all the 
daily specials, or you’ll be paying a for tune.
70 Jalan Penang. & 04/261-6435. Reservations recommended. Main courses start at RM15 ($4.35/£2.70). 
Seafood is priced by weight in kilograms. AE, DC, MC, V. Daily noon–3pm and 6–10:30pm.

Ocean Green  SEAFOOD I can’t rave enough about Ocean Green. If the beau-
tiful sea vie w and ocean br eezes don’t fulfill ev ery holiday expectation, the succulent 
seafood certainly will. A long list of fresh seafood is prepared steamed or fried, with your 
choice of chili, black-bean, sweet-and-sour, or curry sauces. On the advice of a local food 
expert, I tried the lobster thermidor , which was expensiv e but divine, and the chicken 
wings stuffed with minced chicken, prawns, and gravy . Baked crab with cheese is also 
highly recommended.
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48F Jalan Sultan Ahmad Shah. & 04/226-2681. Reservations recommended. Main courses start at RM15 
($4.35/£2.70); seafood priced according to market value. AE, MC, V. Daily 9am–11pm.

Food Stall Dining
No discussion of P enang dining would be complete without co verage of the local food 
stall scene, which is famous. Penang hawkers can make any dish you’ve had in Malaysia, 
Singapore, or even southern Thailand—only better. Penang may be attractiv e for many 
things—history, culture, nature—but it is loved for its food.

Gurney D rive Foodstalls, to ward the water just do wn fr om the intersection with 
Jalan Kelawai, is the biggest and most popular hawker center . It has all kinds of food, 
including local dishes with every influence: Chinese, Malay, Indian. Find char kway teow 
(fried flat noodles with seafood), char bee hoon  (a fried thin rice noodle), laksa (noodles 
and seafood in a tangy and spicy br oth), murtabak (mutton, egg, and onion fried inside 
Indian bread and dipped in dhal), oh chien  (oyster omelet with chili dip), and rojak (a 
spicy fruit and seafood salad). After y ou’ve eaten your way through Gurney Drive, you 
can try the stalls on J alan Burmah near the Lai Lai S upermarket or the stalls at Long 
Beach food court in Batu Ferringi.

ATTRACTIONS
In Georgetown
Cheong Fatt Tze Mansion   Cheong Fatt Tze (1840–1917), once dubbed 
“China’s Rockefeller” by the New York Times, built a vast commercial empire in Southeast 
Asia, first in I ndonesia, then in S ingapore. He came to P enang in 1890 and continued 
his success, giving some of his spoils to build schools thr oughout the r egion. His man-
sion, where he lived with his eight wives, was built between 1896 and 1904.

The mansion is a sight to behold. Cheong spent lavishly for Chinese detail that reflects 
the spirit of his heritage and the fashion of the day, as well as the rules of traditional feng 
shui. Every corner is dripping with ambience, outfitted thr oughout with stained glass, 
carved moldings, gilded wood-car ved doors, ceramic ornaments, lo vely cour tyard and 
gardens, plus seven staircases.

In 2000, the mansion won UNESCO’s Asia-Pacific Heritage Award for Conservation, 
so lovingly has this historic tr easure been pr eserved. Guided tours explain the histor y, 
personalities, and culture behind the home, plus the details of the conser vation efforts. 
If you’re really hooked, accommodation is available.
14 Lebuh Leith. & 04/262-0006. Admission RM12 ($3.50/£2.15). Daily guided tours at 11am and 3pm.

Fort C ornwallis Fort Cornwallis is built on the site wher e Capt. F rancis Light, 
founder of Penang, first landed in 1786. The fort was first built in 1793, but this site 
was an unlikely spot to defend the city fr om inv asion. I n 1810, it was r ebuilt in an 
attempt to make up for initial strategic planning err ors. In the shape of a star , the only 
actual buildings still standing ar e the outer walls, a gunpo wder magazine, and a small 
Christian chapel. The magazine houses an exhibit of old photos and historical accounts 
of the old fort.
Lebuh Light. No phone. Adults RM3 (85¢/55p), children RM2 (60¢/35p). Daily 8am–7pm.

Goddess of Mer cy Temple Dedicated jointly to K uan Yin, the goddess of mer cy, 
and Ma Po Cho, the patr on saint of sea trav elers, this is the oldest Chinese temple in 
Penang. On the 19th of each second, sixth, and ninth month of the lunar calendar (the 
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months that fall betw een Feb/Mar, June/July, and S ept/Oct, respectively), Kuan Yin is 
celebrated with Chinese operas and puppet sho ws.
Leboh Pitt. Free admission.

Kapitan Kling Mosque  Captain Light donated a large par cel of land on this spot 
for the settlement’s sizable Indian Muslim community to build a mosque and graveyard. 
The leader of the community, known as Kapitan Kling (or Keling, which, ironically, was 
once a racial slur against Indians in the region), built a brick mosque here. Later, in 1801, 
he imported builders and materials fr om India for a ne w, brilliant mosque. E xpansions 
in the 1900s topped the mosque with stunning domes and turrets, adding extensions and 
new roofs.
Jalan Masjid Kapitan Kling (Leboh Pitt). Free admission.

Khoo Kongsi  The Chinese who migrated to S outheast Asia cr eated clan associa-
tions in their ne w homes. B ased on common heritage, these social gr oups formed the 
core of Chinese life in the new homelands. The Khoo clan, who immigrated from Hok-
kien province in China, acquired this spot in 1851 and set to work building row houses, 
administrative buildings, and a clan temple around a large square. The temple here now 
was actually built in 1906 after a fir e destroyed its predecessor. It was believed the origi-
nal was too ornate, pr ovoking the wrath of the gods. O ne look at the curr ent temple, a 
Chinese baroque masterpiece, and you’ll wonder how that could possibly be. Come here 
in August for Chinese operas.
18 Cannon Sq. & 04/261-4609. Free admission. Daily 9am–5pm.

Penang Museum and Art Gallery  The historical society has put together this 
marvelous collection of ethnological and historical findings fr om Penang, tracing the 
port’s history and div erse cultures through time. I t’s filled with paintings, photos, cos-
tumes, and antiques, among much mor e, all presented with fascinating facts and trivia. 
Upstairs is an ar t gallery. Originally the Penang Free School, the building was built in 
two phases, the first half in 1896 and the second in 1906. O nly half of the building 
remains; the other was bombed to the ground in World War II. Its recent renovation has 
added life, at least to the exterior. It’s a favorite stop on a sightseeing itinerary because it’s 
air-conditioned.
Lebuh Farquhar. & 04/261-3144. Admission RM1 (30¢/20p). Sat–Thurs 9am–5pm.

Sri Mariamman Temple This H indu temple was built in 1833 b y a Chettiar , a 
group of southern Indian Muslims, and received a major face-lift in 1978 with the help 
of Madras sculptors. The Hindu Navarithri festival is held here, whereby devotees parade 
Sri Mariamman, a Hindu goddess worshiped for her powers to cure disease, through the 
streets in a night procession. It is also the starting point of the Thaipusam Festival, which 
leads to a temple on Jalan Waterfall.
Jalan Masjid Kapitan Kling. Free admission.

St. George’s Church Built by Rev. R. S. Hutchins (who was also responsible for the 
Free School next door, home of the Penang Museum) and Capt. Robert N. Smith, whose 
paintings hang in the museum, this church was completed in 1818. Although the outside 
is almost as it was then, the contents w ere completely looted during World War II. All 
that remains are the font and the bishop’s chair.
Lebuh Farquhar. Free admission.
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Outside Georgetown
Batu Muang Fishing Village If you’d like to see a local fishing village, here’s a good 
one. This village is special for its shrine to A dmiral Cheng H o, the early Chinese sea 
adventurer.
Southeast tip of P enang. Free admission. F rom Geor getown, take the Jelut ong Exp y., then take Teluk 
Tempoyak into the village.

Botanical G ardens Covering 30 hectar es (74 acr es) of landscaped gr ounds, this 
botanical garden was established by the British in 1884, with grounds that are perfect for 
a shady walk and a ton of fun if y ou love monkeys. They’re crawling all o ver the place 
and will think nothing of stepping forward for a peanut (which you can buy beneath the 
do no t feed the monke ys sign). Also in the gardens is a jogging track and kiddie park. 
The gardens are important for tropical research. 
About a 5- or 10-min. drive west of Georgetown. & 04/227-0428. Free admission. Daily 7am–7pm.

Penang Butterfly Farm The Penang Butterfly Farm, located toward the northwest 
corner of the island, is the largest in the world. O n its .8-hectar e (2-acre) landscaped 
grounds ther e ar e mor e than 4,000 flying butter flies fr om 120 species. A t 10am and 
3pm, there are informative butter fly shows. Don’t forget the insect exhibit—ther e are 
about 2,000 or so bugs.
Jalan Teluk Bahang. & 04/885-1253. Adults RM20 ($5.80/£3.60), childr en RM10 ($2.90/£1.80), fr ee for 
children 4 and under. Daily 9am–5:30pm.

Penang Hill  Covered with jungle and 20 natur e trails, the hill is gr eat for tr ekking. 
Or you can go to Ay er Hitam, a to wn in central P enang, and take the K eretapi Bukit 
Bendera funicular railway to the top. It sends trains up and down the hill every half-hour 
from 6am to 9pm, weekends from 6am to 11pm, and costs adults RM4 ($1.15/70p) and 
children RM2 (60¢/35p), r ound-trip. In 2008, the train was closed for r epairs, so do 
check with the local Tourism Malaysia office to be sure it has reopened before you head 
out. If you prefer to make the trek on foot, go to the “Moon Gate” at the entrance to the 
Botanical Garden for a 5.5km (3 1/2-mile), 3-hour hike to the summit.
A 20- t o 30-min. driv e south west fr om Geor getown. The funicular station is on Jalan St esen Ker etapi 
Bukit.

SHOPPING
The first place anyone here will recommend you to go for shopping is KOMTAR. Short 
for “Kompleks Tun Abdul Razak,” it is the largest shopping complex in P enang, four 
stories of clothing shops, r estaurants, and large depar tment stores. For those staying in 
Batu Ferringi resorts, Gurney Plaza (& 04/228-1111) is close by.

Good shopping finds in P enang are batik, pewter products, locally pr oduced curios, 
paintings, antiques, potter y, and je welry. If you care to walk ar ound in sear ch of finds, 
there are a fe w streets in G eorgetown that ar e the hub of shopping activity . In the city 
center, the area around Jalan Penang, Lebuhraya Campbell, Lebuhraya Kapitan K eling, 
Lebuhraya Chulia, and Lebuhraya Pantai is near the Sri Mariamman Temple, the Penang 
Museum, the Kapitan Keling Mosque, and other sites of historic interest. Here you’ll find 
everything from local crafts to souvenirs and fashion, and maybe ev en a bargain or two. 
Most of these shops are open from 10am to 10pm daily.

Out at Batu Feringgi, the main road turns into a fun night bazaar every evening just 
at dark. During the day, there are also some good shops for batik and souvenirs.
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PENANG AFTER DARK
Visitors to Penang have to experience the E&O H otel, even if they’re not staying there. 
Farquhar’s Bar (& 04/222-2000; daily 11am–11pm) may be as close as many will come 
to exploring the hotel. Liv e the life of a colonialist, enjo y pub gr ub and cool drinks. 
Possibly the most notorious bar in P enang is the Hong Kong Bar, 371 Lebuh Chulia 
(& 04/261-9796), which opened in 1920 and was a r egular hangout for militar y per-
sonnel based in Butterworth. It has an extraordinary archive of photos of the servicemen 
who have patronized the place throughout the years, plus a collection of medals, plaques, 
and buoys from ships.

6  L A N G K AW I  

Where the beautiful Andaman S ea meets the S traits of Malacca, Langkawi I sland posi-
tions itself as one of the r egion’s best island paradise destinations. S ince 1990, Tourism 
Malaysia has dedicated itself to promoting the island and developing it as an ideal travel 
spot. Now, after almost 2 decades of wor k, the island has pr oven itself as one of this 
country’s best holiday gems.

This small island also claims a Hollywood credit, as it was the backdrop for the 1999 
film Anna and the King.  Langkawi play ed the r ole of Thailand to J odie Foster’s Anna 
Leonowens and Cho w Yun-Fat’s King M ongkut (Rama IV ). The Thais wouldn’t allow 
the filmmakers to shoot on location in their kingdom, so Hollywood turned to neighbor-
ing Malaysia. 

Technically, Langkawi is an ar chipelago of islands, the largest of which ser ves as the 
main focal point. Ask ho w many islands actually make up Langkawi, and y ou’ll hear 
either 104 or 99. The official r esponse? “Both ar e correct. It depends on the tide!” O n 
Langkawi Island itself, the main town, Kuah, provides the island’s administrative needs, 
while on the western and northern shores, the beaches have been developed with resorts. 
The west-coast beaches of Pantai Cenang and Pantai Tengah are the most dev eloped; 
however, the concept of “ development” here is quite lo w key. To the nor th, Datai Bay 
and Tanjung Rhu host the island’s finest, and most secluded, r esorts.

One final note: Malaysia has declar ed Langkawi a duty-fr ee zone, so take a peek at 
some of the shopping in town, and enjoy RM1.50 (45¢/25p) beers!

ESSENTIALS
Getting There
BY PL ANE Malaysia Airlines  (& 1300/883-000; www .malaysiaairlines.com) and 
AirAsia (& 03/8775-4000; www.airasia.com) make Langkawi v ery conv enient fr om 
either mainland Malaysia or Singapore. In addition, Silk Air (Singapore) flies to Lang-
kawi International Airport (& 04/955-1311).

The best way fr om the airpor t is to pr earrange a shuttle pickup fr om y our r esort; 
otherwise, you can grab a taxi in front of the airport. To Pantai Cenang or Pantai Tengah, 
the fare should be about RM20 ($5.80/£3.60), while to the r esorts at Tanjung Rhu and 
Datai Bay, it will be RM45 and RM55 ($13/£8.10 and $16/£9.90), r espectively.
BY TRAIN Taking the train can be a bit of a hassle because the near est stop (in Alor 
Star) is quite far fr om the jetty to the island, r equiring a cab transfer. Still, if you prefer 
rail, hop on the overnight train from KL (the only train), which will put y ou in to Alor 
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Star at around 7am. Just outside the train station, you can find the taxi stand, with cabs 
to take you to the Kuala Kedah jetty for the ferr y ride to Kuah.
BY BUS To be honest, I don’t really recommend using this route. If you’re coming from 
KL, the bus ride is long and uncomfortable, catching the taxi transfer to the jetty can be 
problematic, and by the time you reach the island, you’ll need a vacation from your vaca-
tion. Fly or use the train. I f you’re coming from Penang, the direct ferry is wonder fully 
convenient, as are a few flights per day.
BY FERRY From the jetty at Kuala Kedah, there are about five companies that provide 
ferry service to the island (trip time: about 1 hr. and 45 min.; cost: RM25/$7.25/£4.50). 
Ferries let you off at the main ferr y terminal in Kuah, where you can hop a taxi to y our 
resort for RM20 to RM50 ($5.80–$15/£3.60–£9).

Ferries also ply between Penang and Langkawi. Langkawi Ferry has two early-morn-
ing ferries from Weld Quay in Georgetown for RM60 one-way ($17/£11) and RM115 
round-trip ($33/£21). Call them in Penang at & 04/264-2088 or visit their office across 
from the clock tower. If you’re heading from Langkawi to Penang, you can call them in 
Langkawi at & 04/966-3779.

Visitor Information
The Tourism Malaysia office is unfor tunately situated in K uah town on Jalan Persiaran 
Putra, far fr om the beach ar eas. For specific queries, y ou can call them at & 04/966-
7789. I f y ou’re arriving b y plane, ther e’s another office at the airpor t ( & 04/955-
7155).

Getting Around
BY TAXI Taxis generally hang ar ound at the airpor t, the main jetty , the taxi stand in 
Kuah, and some major hotels. F rom anywhere in between, your best bet is to ask y our 
hotel’s concierge to call a taxi for you. Keep in mind, if you’re going as far as one side of 
the island to the other, your fare can go as high as RM50 ($15/£9).
CAR & MO TORCYCLE RENT AL At the airpor t and fr om agents in the complex 
behind the main jetty, car rentals can be arranged star ting at RM80 ($23/£14) per day . 
This is for the standar d, no-frills model—actually, mine was mor e reminiscent of some 
of the junkers I dr ove throughout college, but it still got me ar ound. Insurance policies 
are lax, as ar e rental regulations. My rental guys seemed mor e concerned with my pass-
port documents than with my driv er’s license. I f you’re out on the beach at Cenang or 
Tengah, a fe w places r ent jeeps and motor cycles fr om RM80 ($23/£14) and RM30 
($8.70/£5.40) per day, respectively. Pick a good helmet. Note: If you have an accident, 
you could be responsible for all repairs, but resorts usually rent cars that are insured.
BY FOOT The main beaches at Cenang and Tengah can be walked quite nicely; ho w-
ever, don’t expect to be able to walk ar ound to other parts of the island.

Fast Facts: Langkawi
The only major bank branches are located far fr om the beach ar eas, in K uah, mostly 
around the blocks acr oss the str eet from the N ight Hawker Center (off J alan Persiaran 
Putra)—there is an A TM at the airpor t. Moneychangers keep long hours out at P antai 
Cenang and Pantai Tengah, but for other resorts you’ll have to change your money at the 
resort. Along the Pantai Cenang and Pantai Tengah main road, you’ll find at least a half-
dozen small Internet places.
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WHERE TO STAY
The Andaman  Kids  You will be surprised how large this resort is, its buildings 
blend so per fectly with the jungle surr ounding them. Andaman has a sprawl of lush 
grounds hugging a beautiful white beach. The temptation to clear the coastal forests has 
been avoided, and rooms quite pleasantly look into these for ests and their native fauna, 
but with glimpses of the sea. The Andaman welcomes families and has special facilities, 
including a kid’s club, and it has a safe, shallow beach. The entrance and main lobby are 
overpowering in size but visually quite stunning in open-air local-style ar chitecture with 
vaulted roofs built from polished hardwoods. Guest rooms, in two wings that span out 
to either side of the main building, are big, with wall-to-wall carpeting and Western-style 
decor, save for a few local textiles for effect. Ground-floor lanai rooms have a private sun 
deck with umbrella stand. The pool is huge, with lots of shady spots, and the spa features 
traditional Malay herbal beauty and health tr eatments. 
Jalan Teluk Datai, P.O. Box 94, 07000 Langkawi, Kedah. & 04/959-1088. Fax 04/959-1168. www.theandaman.
com. RM990–RM1,970 ($287–$571/£178–£355) double; fr om RM2,250 ($653/£405) suit e. P rices jump 
Dec–Jan. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 3 r estaurants; 2 bars; out door pools surr ounded b y gardens; golf 
course; 2 out door light ed t ennis c ourts; health club; spa w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; non-
motorized wat ersports equipment; mountain bike r ental; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; 
babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and DVD player, minibar, hair dryer.

Four Seasons Langkawi  Every detail of this resort is perfectly exotic, influ-
enced by contemporary Moorish style. Pavilion rooms are surrounded by floor-to-ceiling 
windows and wraparound verandas. Under soaring ceilings, huge bedr ooms have wood 
floors, ceiling fans, car ved wood detailing, and plush soft furnishings. Through double 
doors, huge bathrooms are majestic, with oversize terrazzo tubs built into arched nooks, 
separate closets for rain shower and toilet, a huge clothes closet, and a center island with 
double sinks. Throughout the r ooms y ou’ll find touches such as lanterns, hammer ed 
bronze work, lovely toiletries on marble pedestals, and cozy thr ow pillows that add an 
intimate Middle Eastern flav or. The resort has two infinity pools that look like they ’re 
spilling onto the beach, which is a long, wide stretch of perfect sand. Every dining venue 
fronts the beach. At Rhu Bar, cocktails are served with Turkish water pipes, amid Indian 
Moghul hanging swings, glo wing lanterns, and M oorish carved latticework arches that 
frame the sea view gorgeously. The spa has private villas with tubs for four, space for floor 
and table massages, private indoor/outdoor showers, and changing rooms all encased in 
glass with lovely garden views. This is the most luxurious pr operty in this whole book. 
Period.
Jalan Tanjung Rhu, 07000 Langk awi, Kedah. & 800/332-3442 in the U .S., 800/268-6282 in C anada, or 
04/950-8888. F ax 04/950-8899. w ww.fourseasons.com. US$600–US$685 pa vilion; fr om US$875 villa. 
Prices jump Dec–Jan. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 3 restaurants; 2 bars; 2 outdoor pools; tennis; health club; 
spa w/yoga and juic e bar ; complimentary nonmotorized watersports; children’s center; concierge; air-
port transfers; room service. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, Wi-Fi, mini-
bar, hair dryer.

Frangipani Langkawi Resort & Spa  This small resort packs a big punch. I like 
its ecological stance in setting out as a green resort, and it has already won several awards 
for its effor ts. I t’s got a gr eat location, with a 400m-long (1,312-ft.) beachfr ont with 
restaurants, shops, and bars at the fr ont entrance. There are rooms in two-story blocks, 
but the best choices ar e the sea-facing villas with r ooftop showers. All are tastefully fur-
nished, and the Coco Beach Bar is the best place to vie w spectacular sunsets.



255

P
E

N
IN

S
U

L
A

R
 M

A
L

A
Y

S
IA

:  K
U

A
L

A
 LU

M
P

U
R

 &
 T

H
E

 W
E

S
T

 C
O

A
S

T

13

L
A

N
G

K
A

W
I

Jalan Teluk Baru , P antai Tengah, 07100 Langk awi, Kedah. & 04/952-0000. F ax 04/952-0001. w ww.
frangipanilangkawi.com. 118 units . RM483 ($140/£87) double; fr om RM650 ($189/£117) suit e. Ameni-
ties: Restaurant; bar ; 2 out door pools; wat ersports equipment; c oncierge; room service; babysitting. In 
room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Pelangi Beach Resort  For those who prefer a more active vacation or are looking 
for a resort that’s more family-oriented, I r ecommend Pelangi. A top-quality resort, this 
place stands out fr om neighboring five-star resorts for its sheer fun. A long list of orga-
nized sports and leisure pastimes makes it especially attractiv e for families, but, surpris-
ingly, I’ve never found children to be a distraction here. Pelangi’s wooden chalets are huge 
inside and are divided into one, two, or four guestrooms. You’ll be welcomed by vaulted 
ceilings, modern bathrooms, and large living spaces. But it’s the little things you’ll love—
I didn’t want to get out of bed and leave my squishy down pillows and snuggly bedding. 
In addition, Pelangi’s location, near the central beach strip for island life, means y ou’re 
not cloistered away from the rest of civilization.
Pantai Cenang, 07000 Langk awi, Kedah. & 04/952-8888. Fax 04/952-8899. w ww.pelangibeachresort.
com. 350 units. RM1,000 ($290/£180) double; from RM1,850 ($537/£333) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 
3 restaurants; 3 bars; 2 large outdoor pools w/swim-up bar; golf nearby; minigolf course; outdoor lighted 
tennis courts; squash c ourts; health club w/sauna, st eam, and massage; Jacuzzi; wat ersports center w/
equipment rental and boating excursions; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In room: 
A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Tanjung Rhu Resort  The beach at Tanjung Rhu is a wide crescent of dazzlingly 
pure sand wrapped around a perfect crystal azure bay. Tree-lined karst islets jut up fr om 
the sea, dotting the horizon. Just gorgeous. This resort claims 440 hectares (1,087 acres) 
of jungle in this par t of the island, monopolizing the scene for extra priv acy, but it has 
its pros and cons. The pros? Guest rooms are enormous and decorated with sensitivity to 
the environment, from natural materials to organic r ecycled-paper-wrapped toiletries. A 
second pool and spa facility add v alue. The cons? The resort is a little isolated, so guests 
will be locked into using the resort restaurants. This isn’t all bad, as the food is good and 
they offer packages enabling access to all outlets and menus.
Tanjung R hu, Muk im Ayer Hangat, 07000 Langk awi, Kedah. & 04/959-1033. Fax 04/959-1899. w ww.
tanjungrhu.com.my. 136 units . RM1,425 ($413/£257) double; RM2,850 ($827/£513) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 
Amenities: 3 restaurants; bar; 2 outdoor pools, 1 saltwater and 1 freshwater; golf nearby; outdoor lighted 
tennis courts; health club and spa w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; wat ersports equipment (non-
motorized) and boat t ours; concierge; airpor t transfers; room ser vice; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/
satellite programming and in-room video w/movie library, CD player, minibar, hair dryer.

The Westin Langkawi Resort & Spa   The hotel has r esurfaced from what 
was once the Sheraton Perdana Resort and has been refurbished with ultraluxurious five-
star comforts. The first Westin-branded resort in S outheast Asia is located close to the 
township of Kuah. The resort is located along a reasonable beach, but it is the swimming 
pools that will appeal to most guests. I t has majestic vie ws of the Andaman S ea and 
several of the islands in the ar chipelago. I t doesn’t get much better than cocktails in 
Breeze Lounge around sunset. All rooms and villas are contemporarily designed, with the 
villas being my pick, as they ar e spacious and include a priv ate plunge pool. All r ooms 
feature the Westin’s signature Heavenly Bed. This is a great resort for kids, who will love 
the pools and kids’ club.
Jalan P antai Dat o S yed Omar , 07000 Langk awi, Kedah. & 800/937-8461 in the U .S. and C anada, 
800/656-535 in A ustralia, 800/490-375 in New Z ealand, 800/325-95959 in the U .K., or 04/960-8888. F ax 
966-3097. w ww.westin.com/langkawi. 222 units . AE, DC, MC, V. RM2,000 ($580/£360) double; fr om 
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RM3,800 ($1,102/£684) suite. The resort is a 30-minut e drive from the airport and 5 minut es from Kuah. 
Amenities: 2 restaurants; lounge; pool bar; 4 outdoor pools; 2 outdoor lighted tennis courts; health club 
w/Jacuzzi; spa w/bar; sauna; bikes; watersports; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In 
room: A/C, 42-inch plasma TV w/satellite programming, DVD pla yer and in-house mo vies, minibar, hair 
dryer.

WHERE TO DINE
If you’re out at one of the mor e secluded resorts, chances are, you’ll stay there for most 
of your meals. If you find yourself at Pantai Cenang, try Nam Restaurant (& 04/955-
6787), the best r estaurant on Langkawi and perhaps in all of M alaysia. Located within 
the small and charming Bon Ton Resort, Nam serves “West meets spice ” dishes along 
with an ex cellent selection of wines and dr eamy desserts in a B alinese-inspired setting. 
Arrive at sunset for pr edinner drinks, and stay after y our meal for drinks at the r esort’s 
fun Chin Chin bar. If you’re in Kuah town looking for something good to eat, the best 
local dining experience can be found at the ev ening hawker stalls just along the water-
front near the taxi stand. A long r ow of hawkers cooks up ev ery kind of local fav orite, 
including seafood dishes. You can’t get any cheaper or more laid back. After dinner, from 
here it’s easy to flag down a taxi back to your resort.

ATTRACTIONS
Fifteen years ago, Langkawi was just a backwater island suppor ting small fishing com-
munities. When the government came in with big money to dev elop the place for tour-
ism, they thought they needed a catch, so they dug up some old moldy “legends ” about 
the island and have tried to market them as bona fide cultural attractions. Basically, these 
attractions appeal more to local tourists.

In terms of beaches and waterspor ts, most r esorts ar e self-contained units, offering 
their own equipment rentals and planning their own outings.

Outside of y our resort, there’s some fairly decent diving to be had. Asian Overland 
(& 04/955-2002; www.asianoverland.com.my) can arrange day trips with two div es to 
Payar M arine Park within Langkawi ’s extensiv e island networ k. They charge RM280 
($81/£50). You can also snorkel for the day for RM160 ($46/£29) per person. There’s an 
interesting snorkel attraction off Langkawi—a platform in the middle of the sea that 
floats above a coral reef. Day trips to the platform include rides in a glass-bottomed boat, 
snorkeling, and lunch on the platform. I t’s an all-day affair for RM230 ($67/£41) per 
person, starting at 8am and getting you back to your resort just before dinnertime.

Asian Overland also plans round-island boat trips to “island-hop” at beaches and into 
mangrove swamps (inter esting), with a stop at the P regnant Maiden Lake (one of the 
before-mentioned overhyped places). The mangrove tours are very educational, but ask 
them to show you the eagles, not feed them. They’ll tailor your tour so y ou can see the 
sights that most interest you.

The best thing going for Langkawi is that the island ’s natural assets hav e been pr e-
served despite the modern infrastr ucture to accommodate tourists. U nlike B ali and 
Phuket, visitors can r elax on the beaches and not be hassled b y hawkers tr ying to sell 
things.

One piece of infrastructure that stands out is the cable car that extends to the summit of 
Mount Macinchang. It’s a dramatic, near-v ertical lift high abo ve the rainfor est canopy to  
the 706m-high (2,316-ft.) r ocky summit. F rom here visitors can see most of the island ’s 
attractions and peer off into the distant islands of southern Thailand. The departure point 
for the ride is Oriental Village at Burau Bay. There is a carnival-like atmosphere here, with 
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restaurants and souvenir shops that all seem to sell basically the same items. The 14-minute 
ride to the summit is one of the world ’s steepest, at 42 degrees, and it has the longest fr ee-
span single-rope cable in the world. A t the top, there is a 125m (410 ft.) cur ved platform 
across a deep chasm. Open Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday from 10am to 6pm; Wednes-
day noon to 6pm; F riday to S unday 9:30am to 7pm. Call & 04/959-4225 for mor e 
information. Prices are RM25 ($7.25/£4.50) adults, RM18 ($5.20/£3.25) childr en.

Sailors will enjoy visiting one of four marinas in Langkawi. The international charter 
company Sunsail (& 04/966-5869; www .sunsailmalaysia.com) operates fr om R oyal 
Langkawi Yacht Club on J alan Dato Syed Omar, where keen sailors can r ent yachts to 
sail around the islands or to Phuket in neighboring Thailand.

Perhaps one of the lo veliest additions to Langkawi ’s attractions is the Ibrahim Hus-
sein M useum and C ultural F oundation, P asir Tengkorak, J alan D atai ( & 04/959-
4669). The ar tistic dev otion of the foundation ’s namesake fueled the cr eation of this 
enchanting modern space designed to sho wcase Malaysia’s contribution to the interna-
tional fine-ar ts scene. I f you can pull y ourself fr om the beach for any one activity in 
Langkawi, this is the one I r ecommend. Mr. Hussein has cr eated a museum wor thy of 
international attention. Truly a gem. It’s open Saturday through Thursday from 10am to 
6pm; adults pay RM12 ($3.50/£2.15), childr en visit for free.

SHOPPING
Langkawi’s designated D uty Free Port status makes shopping her e quite fun and v ery 
popular. In Kuah town, two shopping malls, Langkawi Parade (Jalan Kelibang; & 04/
966-6372) and Langkawi Fair (Persiaran Putra; & 04/969-8100), both in Kuah town, 
are filled with duty-fr ee shopping. For local handicrafts, the Langkawi Craft and Cul-
tural Complex (Jalan Teluk Yu; & 04/959-1913; daily 10am–6pm) sells an assortment 
of batik, baskets, ceramic, silv er jewelry, brassware, and mor e, and also has daily crafts 
demonstrations and cultural shows. 
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Peninsular Malaysia: 

The East Coast
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Over the past 200 y ears, while  
the cities on the western coast of peninsu-
lar Malaysia preoccupied themselves with 
waves of foreign domination, those on the 
eastern coast dev eloped in r elative seclu-
sion. Today this par t of the countr y 
remains tr ue to its M alay heritage, fr om 
small fishing kampungs (villages) in the 
south to the I slamic str ongholds of the 
north. More r ecently it has dev eloped as 
the nation’s petroleum center.

The best attractions of the east coast ar e 
its islands. Tioman, R edang, and P erhen-
tian attract snorkelers and divers with clear 
waters, diverse marine life, and comfortable 
accommodations. I n addition, shor t daily  
flights from Kuala Lumpur (KL) make Tio-
man and R edang more accessible than the  
more renowned (and r emote) dive sites of  
Borneo. The shoreline along the east coast  
of the peninsula is fringed with long 
stretches of sandy beaches, home to doz ens 
of resorts. Most accommodations ar e bud-
get chalets, but a fe w deluxe resorts stand  
out from the rest, notably Cherating’s Club 
Med, T erengganu’s T anjong Aru Resort, 
and the Aryani.

With these fe w ex ceptions, tourism is 
quite laid back. For many, the lack of tour-
ism infrastr ucture can sound ex citing—
“authentic” even—but really, although the 
potential for natur e, adv enture, and cul-
tural tourism is her e, ther e’s just not  
enough creativity and inv estment for this 
area to compete with other destinations in 
the countr y. I n shor t, if y ou come her e, 
come to r elax. I hav e, ho wever, found 
some satisfying shopping, as many of 
Malaysia’s surviving cottage industries ar e 
located in this area.

Some notes before you plan your trip: If 
you’re looking for beach fun, the monsoon  
season fr om mid-O ctober thr ough late 
February can make the waters choppy , so  
avoid the island resorts and take care by the 
seaside. Also, try not to book during Singa-
pore’s holiday seasons, par ticularly during  
school holidays fr om mid-M ay thr ough 
June and again in N ovember and D ecem-
ber, when r esorts become cr owded with  
fun-loving families intent on a good time.

In the nor th, where the locals ar e very 
conservative, it is r ecommended that visi-
tors dr ess modestly at public beaches, 
although a fe w beach r esorts and islands 
are relaxed about swimwear. 

1  T I O M A N  I S L A N D

Tioman Island (pronounced Tee-oh-mahn), a tiny island off the south of Malaysia’s east 
coast, is a popular destination on M alaysia’s east coast, visited mostly b y nearby Singa-
poreans; backpackers, who hav e a multitude of cheap chalets to flop in; and scuba 
enthusiasts, who have a range of coral gar dens to explore. The island is only 39km (24 
miles) long and 12km (7 1/2 miles) wide, with sandy beaches that line sev eral small bays, 
clear water with sea life and coral reefs, and jungle mountain-trekking trails with streams 
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and waterfalls. So idyllic is the setting that Tioman was the location for the 1950s H ol-
lywood film South Pacific.

Tioman has been snubbed b y scuba enthusiasts because it was dev eloped before its 
northern island neighbors, R edang and P erhentian. F or many, Tioman’s accessibility 
didn’t jiv e with their expectation of “ unspoiled” ecology. To be honest, I hav e many 
friends who have taken dive trips all over Southeast Asia and claim that diving in Tioman 
is as good, if not better, than in Redang and Perhentian.

Tioman has retained much of its tropical island charm, perhaps by virtue of the fact that 
only one modern resort has been built on it. A ctivity is spread throughout the kampungs, 
which spring up in the various bays. In Tekek, you’ll find the airport, main ferry jetty, and 
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some convenience shops. Other kampungs include Air Batang (“ABC”), and Salang on 
the west coast and Juara on the east coast. Each kampung has some accommodations, most 
of them very basic wooden chalets, with some access to simple r estaurants.

ESSENTIALS
Getting There
BY PLANE Flights to Tioman originate from KL and Singapore, operated by a private 
airline, Berjaya Air, and coordinated by the folks at the B erjaya Tioman Beach Resort. 
However, you need not stay at the r esort to book passage on these flights. Call their KL 
office for r eservations at & 03/7846-8228. The airpor t in Tioman is in Kampung 
Tekek, just across from the main jetty. If you’re staying at Berjaya Tioman, a shuttle will 
fetch y ou; ho wever, if y ou plan to stay else where, y ou’re on y our o wn. S ee “G etting 
Around,” below.
BY BOAT Ferries and speedboats depart from the jetty just next to R&R Plaza in Mers-
ing each day . Book passage fr om the many agents huddled ar ound the jetty—they ’re 
basically all the same, each reserving trips on the same boats. Be warned about the aggres-
sive touts at the jetty her e. They are persistent and anno ying, trying to lur e you to less 
popular places with substandar d facilities. Boats leav e M ersing J etty at inter vals that 
depend on the tide. The trip takes ar ound 11/2 hours and can cost betw een RM35 and 
RM90 ($10–$26/£6.30–£16), depending on the po wer of the boat y ou hire. Avoid the 
cheaper ferries that take 4 hours to make the trip (snooz e). Boats drop you at either the 
Berjaya Resort or the main jetty in Kampung Tekek. The last boat leav es for Tioman 
between 5 and 6pm every evening. If you miss this boat, you’re stuck in Mersing for the 
night.
BY BUS Transnasional operates five daily buses from KL’s Puduraya Bus Terminal on 
Jalan P udu ( & 03/2070-3300). The 6-hour trip costs RM23 ($6.65/£4.15). B uses 
depart from Johor Bahru and Singapore for Mersing for the ferr y departures to Tioman 
Island. Johara Ekspres (& 07/224-8280) and Transasional Ekspres (& 07/222-0045) 
operate buses to Mersing from Larkin Bus Station in Johor Bahru. The trip takes between 
21/2 and 3 hours, with depar tures at 8:30am, 12pm, and 1:30pm. F ares for air-condi-
tioned buses range in price fr om RM8 ($2.30/£1.45) to RM13 ($3.75/£2.35). You’ll 
arrive at R&R Plaza, the main bus depot in M ersing. The jetty is located just next door

Getting Around
There are hiking trails betw een kampungs along the w est coast, and another trail o ver-
land to the one beach on the east coast. O ther than walking, the most popular mode of 
transport is water taxi. Each village has a jetty; you can either pay your fare at tour offices 
located near the foot of the pier or pay the captain directly. The taxis stop operating past 
nightfall, so make sur e you get home befor e 6pm. A few sample far es: From Tekek to 
ABC is RM16 ($4.65/£2.90) per person, to Salang RM25 ($7.25/£4.50), to Juara RM65 
($19/£12). Note that these guys don’t like to shuttle around only one person, so if there’s 
only one of you, be prepared to pay double.

Fast Facts: Tioman Island
Berjaya Tioman Beach, Golf & Spa Resort has modern conveniences like postal services, 
in-room telephones with international dir ect dial access, money changing, a gift shop , 
and other services. If you’re not staying here, venture into Tekek, where you’ll find these 
services opposite the main jetty.

WH
Unl
expe
nien
real 
kam
telep
beac

O
nort
over
side
Kam
erat
£22
com
of th
Ber
reso
hote
view
bed
are a
affa
muc
the 
for 
Tiom
com
rates
pool
spor
w/sa

Jap
Berj
200
and

If
i
D
b
o
A



261

T
IO

M
A

N
 IS

L
A

N
D

P
E

N
IN

S
U

L
A

R
 M

A
L

A
Y

S
IA

: T
H

E
 E

A
S

T
 C

O
A

S
T

14

g on 
most 

vate 
ort. 
KL 

ung 
will 
ting 

Mers-
ey’re 
gres-

less 
that 
and 
the 
the 

man 
the 

l on 
uses 
man 
045) 
ween 
ndi-
ou’ll 
door

ver-
e of 
fices 
past 
k to 

M65 
ere’s 

ices, 
hop, 
hese 

WHERE TO STAY
Unless you stay at the B erjaya Tioman Beach Golf & S pa Resort or J apaMala Resort, 
expect to be r oughing it. F or some trav elers, a r esort with wonder ful modern conv e-
niences is what it takes to make a tropical island experience relaxing. For others, though, 
real r elaxation comes fr om an escape fr om modern distractions. S mall chalets in the 
kampungs have minimal facilities and fe w or no conv eniences such as hot sho wers and 
telephones. Why would y ou want to stay in them? B ecause they’re simple, close to the 
beach, and less touristy.

Of the budget choices, the most charming is Bamboo Hill (& 09/419-1339), at the 
northern tip of ABC. These rustic chalets ar e perched in the for est along a r ocky hill 
overlooking the bay. While the beach here is too rocky, it’s just a short walk to the other 
side of the bay, where you can swim, or y ou can hike o ver the hill to the sandy co ve in 
Kampung Salang. Bamboo Hill’s timber chalets are cozy and quiet, with balconies, refrig-
erators, tea kettles, and mosquito netting. Priced from RM70 to RM120 ($20–$35/£13–
£22), cash only. You can also opt for air-conditioning. An I nternet station and librar y 
complete the amenities. Really the only place to eat here is Nazri’s Place, at the south end 
of the beach, which ser ves breakfast, lunch, and fish or chicken barbecue dinner daily .
Berjaya Tioman B each G olf & Spa Resor t  This is one of two Western-style 
resorts on the island and provides all the conveniences you’d expect from a budget chain 
hotel. Accommodations are provided in small blocks and priv ate chalets, some with sea 
views, but most facing gar dens. I nside, wood floors, flo wery drapes, upholster y, and 
bedspreads brighten simple rattan furnishings. Each room has a small balcony, but guests 
are advised against hanging clothes and towels to dry. Attached bathrooms are small, tiled 
affairs, with combination tub/sho wers. The beach her e is fine; ho wever, don’t expect 
much surf because the r esort is located on the w est coast of the island, pr otected from 
the open sea. O ne benefit is an on-site P ADI scuba center, but don’t come all this way 
for Berjaya’s ho-hum golf course.
Tioman Island, Pahang Darul M akmur 86807. & 09/419-1000. Fax 09/419-1718. w ww.berjayaresorts.
com.my. 400 units . RM400–RM750 ($116–$218/£72–£135) chalet; RM1,500 ($435/£270) suit e. Nov–Feb 
rates discounted 50%. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 4 restaurants; beach bar and karaoke lounge; 2 outdoor 
pools; 18-hole golf c ourse; outdoor lighted tennis courts; tiny health club; spa ser vices; sauna; wat er-
sports equipment/rentals; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; PADI scuba center. In room: A/C, TV 
w/satellite programming, minibar, hair dryer.

JapaMala  Finds  Tioman accommodation options w ere limited to the large 
Berjaya Resort and simple chalets until the stylish boutique hotel J apaMala opened in 
2004. Located on the southw est side of the island, the hotel has its o wn remote beach 
and jungle, and is in an ar ea that’s protected from monsoon winds. A member of the 

Tips  Island Travel

If you have not already acquired a good mosquito repellent, do so before head-
ing to any of the islands on M alaysia’s east coast. You’ll need something with 
DEET (an active ingredient used in repellents that safely and effectively keeps 
bugs away from your skin). These mosquitoes are hungry. If you plan to stay in 
one of the smaller chalet places, you might want to invest in a mosquito net. 
Also, bring a flashlight to help you get around after sunset.
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prestigious Relais & Châteaux group, JapaMala has rooms that are fashionably rustic and 
range from seaview to tr eetop chalets amid ancient rainfor ests. The hotel has fiv e-star 
luxe facilities, pearly white sands, and clear waters most of the y ear. Guests arriving b y 
air need to transfer to the r esort via priv ate speedboat at a fee, and those arriving fr om 
Mersing on the mainland can catch a fast speedboat that takes approximately 11/2 hours, 
depending upon the prevailing weather. 
Kampung Lanting, 86800 Pulau Tioman, Pahang. & 09/419-7777. Fax 09/419-7979. www.japamalaresorts.
com. RM600–RM1,700 ($174–$493/£108–£306). AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 restaurants; 2 bars; theat er 
lounge; pool; spa; snorkeling and scuba diving . In room: A/C, cable TV, minibar, hair dryer.

TIOMAN OUTDOORS
Tioman’s beaches can be hit-or-miss. Around Tekek, much of ABC, and spots north of the 
Berjaya resort, rocks spoil the beach and shallo w waters. Salang’s beach, a crescent of sand 
hugging a horseshoe-shaped co ve, presents the best beach on the w est side of the island.  
The most ideal beach, however, is on Juara, on the east side of the island. This broad sandy 
stretch is practically deser ted half the time due to its r emote location—to get there, either 
hop a water taxi, take the daily ferr y, or hike o verland. The trek from Tekek to Juara cuts 
across the center of the island and will take up to 2 hours to complete. Bring water and lots 
of mosquito repellent, and don’t try it unless you are reasonably fit.

Scuba professionals Dive Asia (Salang and Tekek & 09/419-5017; ABC & 09/419-
1654; www.diveasia.com.my) have been on Tioman over 30 y ears. Each day they take 
divers out for two dives, one at 9:30am and one at 2:30pm (at different places each day) 
for only RM170 ($49/£31), equipment included. A bargain. S norkel trips can also be 
arranged at each beach destination for about RM45 ($13/£8.10), which includes boat 
transfer to the best snorkeling sites plus equipment rental.

2  K UA N TA N  & C H E R AT I N G

Pahang, covering about 35,960 sq. km (14,024 sq. miles) of mostly inland forests, is the 
largest state on peninsular Malaysia. Travelers come to Pahang’s east-coast resorts for the 
long sandy beaches, which str etch all the way up the east coast along the S outh China 
Sea. Jungle forests promise adventures in tr ekking, climbing, and riv er rafting. I n fact, 
much of Taman Negara, Malaysia’s main peninsular national for est preserve, is in this 
state, although most people access the for est by traveling from Kuala Lumpur (see “Side 
Trips from Kuala Lumpur,” in chapter 13). K uantan, although it ’s the capital, doesn ’t 
have the feel of a big city; ho wever, with the r ecent construction of a fe w big shopping 
malls, there’s more choice for entertainment, shopping, and fast food. If you’re staying at 
the beach at Telok Chempedak, 5km (3 miles) north of Kuantan, the atmosphere is even 
more relaxed.

Cherating Village has a backpacker feel to it, but unlike those in many par ts of the 
region, there isn’t the bar and par ty scene. This is more laid back, with fe w bars, and it 
looks a little run down these days.

ESSENTIALS
Visitor Information
A Tourist I nformation Centre (& 09/516-1007) is located on J alan Penjara in the 
center of town. The staff is exceptionally helpful and good at answering specific inquiries. 
The official website for the Pahang Tourism Board is www.pahangtourism.com.my.
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Getting There
The most conv enient way to get to K uantan is b y a quick flight fr om KL. Malaysia 
Airlines (& 1300/883-000; www.malaysiaairlines.com) flies daily fr om KL, as does 
AirAsia (& 03/8775-4000; www.airasia.com). Flights arrive at the Sultan Ahmad Shah 
Airport (& 09/667-3666). Just outside the airpor t is a taxi stand wher e you can get a 
cab to Kuantan for RM35 ($10/£6.30) or to Cherating for RM60 ($17/£11).

Bus routes service Kuantan from all parts of the peninsula, and thanks to the opening 
in 2004 of a beautiful ne w highway linking K uantan to KL, the trip is only 4 hours. 
Transnasional operates hourly buses for RM20 ($5.80/£3.60) fr om Puduraya Bus Ter-
minal on Jalan Pudu (& 03/2070-3300). The bus terminal in Kuantan is in Kompleks 
Makmur. Taxis at the stand just outside the terminal can take y ou to to wn for RM15 
($4.35/£2.70).

Outstation taxis from KL ( & 03/2078-0213) will cost RM200 ($58/£36) for the 
3-hour trip. The outstation taxi stand in Kuantan is at the bus terminal.

Getting Around
The areas in the town’s center are nice for walking. Otherwise, stick with taxis, which can 
be waved down on any street. There’s also a stand behind the Tourist Information Centre 
where you’ll be sur e to find a cab in a pinch. Taxis here are not meter ed, so y ou must 
negotiate the fare before you set out. This is a good deal when you want to hire someone 
for a few hours to take you around the city. Rates start at about RM20 ($5.80/£3.60) per 
hour. Use taxis to trav el to areas of interest outside the city that ar e covered in “Attrac-
tions Outside Kuantan,” below.

Fast Facts: Kuantan & Cherating
The area code  for K uantan and Cherating is 09. M ost major banks and A TMs ar e 
located appropriately along Jalan Bank, near the State Mosque. Internet service is avail-
able from a couple of cafes at the Kompleks Makmur; check the shopping mall adjacent 
to the bus terminal.

WHERE TO STAY
Kuantan is not a very large place, and most of those who vacation here prefer to stay just 
a little far ther north, in Cherating, which is mor e established as a r esort destination. If 
staying close to K uantan is impor tant to you, the Hyatt Regency, about 5km (3 miles) 
outside of town on the beach at Telok Chempedak, is the best choice for accommoda-
tions.

In Kuantan
Hyatt Regenc y K uantan  The H yatt R egency is par t business hotel and par t 
resort. Its 2 hotel blocks ser ve business trav elers linked to P ahang and Terengganu’s oil 
industry, which is why y ou’ll find ex ecutive club ser vices, a business center , and other 
conveniences for professionals that might seem out of place at a beachside pr operty. On 
the other hand, Hyatt does front an extensive beachfront, with cool breezes and the relax-
ing sound of ocean waves, plus a full range of exciting watersports activities. The open-air 
concept of the hotel, especially the tr opical reception area, shows all the efficiency of a 
Hyatt without the studied pr ofessionalism of a city hotel. I nside 2 large hotel blocks, 
guest rooms are comfortable, with modern conveniences adorned with some local deco-
rator touches, but show some signs of wear. Each has a balcony, but not all have sea views, 
so be sure to inquire when booking.
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Telok Chempedak, 25050 K uantan, Pahang. & 800/233-1234 in the U .S., or 09/566-1234. F ax 09/567-
7577. http://kuantan.r egency.hyatt.com. 336 units . RM356–RM615 ($103–$178/£64–£111) double;  
RM950 ($276/£171) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 3 restaurants; 3 bars , including a pub w/liv e enter-
tainment; 2 out door pools; 3 out door lighted tennis courts; 2 squash c ourts; health club; spa w/sauna, 
steam, and massage; children’s center; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free 
rooms on the t op floors; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house 
movies, minibar, hair dryer.

In Cherating
Most people skip Kuantan and head straight for Cherating, some 47km (29 miles) to the 
north. The anchor resort, Club Med, opened in 1980. Since then a couple dozen smaller 
resorts have opened up, none of them coming close to Club Med’s standard. Resorts here 
are all mostly self-contained units; to stay her e means y ou’ll most likely be dining in-
house, par ticipating in beach and waterspor ts activities, and possibly only leaving the 
resort for tours planned through your resort’s activities desk.

Windsurfers, take note:  Cherating is world famous for ex cellent conditions and the 
home of the “M onsoon Madness” international competition, which takes place ev ery 
January, when monsoon conditions make great waves. In addition to windsurfing, resorts 
can arrange trips through the mangroves up the Cherating River in a hired bumboat and 
trips to crafts shops and cultural sho ws. 
Club Med   Kids  Typical to Club M ed style, this “ family village ” is all about 
escapism—fun and relaxation. Activities include sailing, kayaking, beach volleyball, ten-
nis, wall climbing, and r ollerblading. Try bungee-bounce or take flying-trapez e lessons. 
For relaxation, there are yoga classes and the Mandara spa. Club Med also organizes short 
trips to villages outside the r esort for sightseeing and can arrange golf outside the r esort 
as well. For families, the full menu of childr en’s activities can keep kids occupied ev ery 
minute of their stay. The property itself fronts a good stretch of beachfront on 80 private 
hectares (198 acr es). Malay-style wooden houses hav e contemporar y furnishings, with 
clean wooden floors, vibrant fabrics, small balconies, and small bathrooms with standing 
showers. If you’re new to Club M ed, their pricing is a bit confusing, depending on the 
size of your party and the time and duration of y our stay. The club works out an overall 
fee, which is inclusive of all meals, beverages, and most activities, in many cases including 
international airfare as well. For an idea, a 3-day, 2-night trip, not including transporta-
tion to and fro, will set you back RM880 ($255/£158) per night. 
Correspondence thr ough KL offic e only thr ough Vacances, Suit e 1.1, 1st F loor Bangunan M AS, Jalan 
Sultan Ismail , 50250 K uala Lumpur. & 03/261-4599. Fax 03/261-7229. w ww.clubmed.com. 323 units . 
Refer to text above for pricing inf ormation. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 r estaurants; bar; outdoor pool; 
outdoor lighted tennis courts; squash courts; health club; full-ser vice spa; watersports equipment rent-
als; children’s center; airport transfers; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV, hair dryer.

Swiss G arden Resor t & Spa   Many choices of accommodations in Cherating 
offer basic seaside facilities for budget trav elers, but y ou should be warned: M ost ar e 
plagued by tatty rooms desperate for upgrading, substandard facilities, and disinterested 
service. Swiss Garden is a better choice, as it’s one of the newer properties in this category 
and is managed by the same people behind S wiss Garden’s successful leisure-class hotels 
in KL. This four-story horseshoe-shaped block surr ounds a swimming pool fr onting a 
very pretty beach—if you pay extra for a sea-facing room, make sure you get the top floor 
for the best view. Swiss Garden’s rooms have good space for luggage, sport clean tile floors 
that make the r oom feel fr esh, small balconies, wooden furnitur e, soft beds, and small 
TVs. Recent renovations have made r ooms more stylish. The two best featur es of the 
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resort are its B alok Beach location, home to Cherating ’s windsurfing activities, and its 
Balinese spa, located in a garden courtyard with a long menu of reasonably priced relax-
ation and beauty treatments.
2656–2657 Mukim Sungai Karang, Balok Beach, 26100 Beserah, K uantan, Pahang. & 09/544-7333. Fax 
09/544-955. www.swissgardenkuantan.com. 304 units. RM276 ($80/£50) double; from RM748 ($217/£135) 
suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 restaurants; lounge; outdoor pool; spa; watersports equipment rental; 
room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies.

WHERE TO DINE
Most folks staying in the area dine at their resorts, but if you find yourself in town during 
mealtime, the absolute best place to go is the outdoor food stalls  by the beach next to 
the Hyatt Regency. It’s a shor t taxi ride fr om the center of to wn, but well worth it. All 
varieties of very fresh seafood, including whole fish, are cooked to order and are as cheap 
as RM6 to RM16 ($1.75–$4.65/£1.10–£2.90) per dish. The flavors and atmosphere are 
about as local as you can get.

ATTRACTIONS
Kuantan can really be seen in a day. Although there are a few fun crafts shops, the place 
is not exactly a hotbed of culture. The main attraction in town is the huge State Mosque, 
which is quite beautiful inside and out, with a distinct dome, minarets, and stained glass. 
Late afternoon is the best time to see it, when the light shines through the glass. You can 
also have a nice walk down Jalan Besar, sampling local delicacies sold on the str eet and 
shopping in the smaller craft and souv enir shops.

Attractions Outside Kuantan
Pahang is home to peninsular Malaysia’s oldest rainforests, but to be honest, the best way 
to experience them is thr ough Taman Negara, Malaysia’s biggest forest preserve on the 
peninsula. Overnight trips in decent accommodations with experienced natur e guides 
can be organized very easily from KL (see chapter 13). A few attractions outside Kuantan 
can make interesting half-day or day trips if y ou tire of the beach. For these trips, I sug-
gest you book thr ough your hotel or r esort—I couldn’t find a single independent tour 
operator with suitable guides, so y our resort probably has one or two they wor k with 
exclusively.

Gua Charah caves are about 25km (16 miles) outside of Kuantan. Also called Pancing 
caves (they’re located in a to wn called P ancing), one of the cav es in the networ k is a 
temple, home to a huge r eclining Buddha. It is said that the monk car etaker, who has 
grown very old, is having difficulty finding another monk who will take o ver his duties 
at the caves.

Lake Chini, 12 freshwater lakes 60km (38 miles) southw est of Kuantan, claim local 
legends a la Loch Ness. They say that there once was an ancient Khmer city at the site of 
the lakes, but it is no w buried deep under the water , protected by monsters. Some have 
tried to find both city and monsters but hav e come up with nothing (ex cept litter—it’s 
a problem). Boats take y ou across the lake to an Orang Asli (indigenous peoples) kam-
pung to see their way of life.

Just south of Kuantan is Pekan, which for history and culture buffs is far more inter-
esting than Kuantan. Called “the Royal City,” it’s where the Sultan of Pahang resides in 
a beautiful Malay-style istana, or palace. The State Museum on Jalan Sultan Ahmad has 
displays depicting the histor y of Pahang and its royal family, as well as sunken tr easures 
from old Chinese junks.
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3  K UA L A  T E R E N G G A N U 

The capital of the state of Terengganu, Kuala Terengganu has a few more exciting activi-
ties to offer a visitor than its southern neighbor, Kuantan, but suffers from the same lack 
of tourism investment and enthusiasm. M alaysia’s east coast is best kno wn as the coun-
try’s cultural hear tland. Compared to other par ts of the countr y, the population her e is 
overwhelmingly M alay, with conser vative r eligious v alues influencing ev ery aspect of 
local life. Visitors keen on exploring the cultur e with respect to these values will be wel-
comed with open arms. Those who are looking for a par ty will be disappointed.

Most come to Terengganu to visit the islands off its coast. R edang and P erhentian 
islands hav e ex cellent oppor tunities for div ers and snor kelers to see an abundance of 
marine cr eatures. The mainland ’s pr etty seaside also suppor ts a couple of v ery atmo-
spheric and serene resorts.

Every December, Terengganu’s Pulau Duyong hosts the M onsoon Cup, the annual 
Malaysian leg of the Swedish Match Tour (www.monsooncup.com.my).

Kuala Terengganu is small and easy to navigate, cluster ed around a port at the mouth 
of the Terengganu River. Many livelihoods revolve around the sea, so most of the activity, 
even today, focuses on the areas closest to the jetties. The region is also home to many of 
Malaysia’s crafts cottage industries, which makes shopping r eally fun. One note:  In  
Terengganu and its northern neighbor, Kelantan, the weekend is from Friday into Satur-
day, with official businesses open fr om Sunday through Thursday. In some instances, 
you’ll find business closings for half-days on Thursdays. 

ESSENTIALS
Visitor Information
The Tourism Information Centre (& 09/622-1553) is on J alan Sultan Zainal Abidin 
just next to the post office and acr oss from the central market. 

Getting There
Malaysia Airlines (& 1300/883-000; www.malaysiaairlines.com) and AirAsia (& 03/
8775-4000; www.airasia.com) fly daily from KL to Kuala Terengganu’s Sultan Mahmud 
Airport; for local airpor t information, call & 09/666-4204. From the airport, a taxi to 
town is RM22 ($6.40/£3.95).

Transnasional operates  nine daily buses fr om KL’s D uta terminal on J alan D uta 
(& 03/6201-3463); the trip takes 7 hours and costs RM35 ($10/£6.30).

Outstation taxis from Kuantan will cost about RM100 ($29/£18) and can be found 
at the Makmur Bus terminal in Kuantan.

Getting Around
Although you can str oll around the do wntown areas with ease, getting to many of the 
bigger attractions will r equire a taxi. They’re terribly inexpensive, making it w ell worth 
your while to rent by the hour or for a half- or whole day so you can go around to places 
and not worry how you’ll get back. Your hotel’s concierge can help you book. Rates will 
be around RM25 ($7.25/£4.50) per hour.

Fast Facts: Kuala Terengganu
Most banks are on Jalan Sultan Ismail. The main post office is on J alan Sultan Zainal 
Abidin (& 09/622-7555), next to the Tourist Information Centre.
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WHERE TO STAY
The A ryani Resor t  Finds  Raja D ato’ B ahrin S hah Raja Ahmad opened his 
dream r esort her e in Terengganu. A celebrated ar chitect, he ’d pr eviously designed the 
State M useum (see belo w) and wished to translate the beautiful lines of Terengganu 
aesthetics into a special r esort. The resulting Aryani is stunning —organic, stimulating, 
unique, and, best of all, peaceful. I n a r ural 3.6-hectar e (9-acr e) spot b y the sea, the 
rooms are private bungalows situated like a village. I nside, each is master fully decorated 
to suit both traditional style and modern comfor t. The Heritage Suite wins the priz e: a 
100-year-old timber palace, r estored and r ebuilt on the site, it ’s appointed with fine 
antiques. The design of the outdoor pool is practically an optical illusion, and the spa 
(for massage and beauty treatments) is in its own Malay house. The resort’s rural location 
has both a plus and a minus: O n the plus side, it ’s secluded; on the minus side, it ’s 45 
minutes fr om K uala Terengganu and ther e’s not much else ar ound. The r esort can 
arrange boat trips for snorkeling, tours to town, and golfing.
Jalan Rhu Tapai–Merang, 21010 S etiu, Terengganu. & 09/653-2111. Fax 09/653-1007. w ww.thearyani.
com. 20 units . RM600–RM650 ($174–$189/£108–£117) double; RM1,200 ($348/£216) modern suit e; 
RM1,055 ($306/£190) Heritage Suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 restaurants; outdoor infinity pool; spa 
w/massage; nonmotorized watersports equipment r ental; concierge; airport transfers. In room: A/C, TV 
w/satellite programming, minibar.

Heritage Ba y Club Marina and Resor t  Situated on P ulau D uyong in the 
middle of the Terengganu River, the club (kno wn locally as K elab Teluk Warisan) and 
resort is the ne west and best hotel addr ess in to wn. The facility has been dev eloped to 
cater to the yachting teams and officials who attend the annual M onsoon Cup held late 
in the y ear. At other times, guests will basically hav e the r esort to themselv es. Chalets 
reflect traditional M alay elegance with state-of-the-ar t communications and enter tain-
ment facilities. It’s located on the southeastern side of the small island, with most r ooms 
overlooking the river and the city center.
Pulau Duyong, 21300 Kuala Terengganu, Terengganu. & 09/627-7888. Fax 09/622-9903. www.heritage
bayclub.com. 58 units. RM450 ($131/£81) double; from RM1,020 ($296/£184) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Ameni-
ties: Restaurant; poolside lounge; swimming pool . In room: A/C, flatscreen TV w/satellite programming, 
Wi-Fi, minibar, hair dryer, IDD phones.

Primula P arkroyal B each Resor t K uala Terengganu A top pick for accom-
modation in K uala Terengganu is the P rimula. The first r esort to open in this ar ea, it 
commands the best section of beach the city has to offer and still is v ery close to the 
downtown area. It has full resort facilities, which include two excellent restaurants. Make 
sure y ou get a r oom facing the sea —the vie w is ex cellent. O ther facilities include an 
outdoor pool with grassy lawn, watersports facilities, a lobby shop, and a kids’ club. The 
beach here is reasonable and a great family venue.
Jalan Persinggahan, P.O. Box 43, 20400, Kuala Terengganu, Terengganu Darul Iman, Malaysia. & 09/623-
3722. Fax 09/623-3360. w ww.primulaparkroyal.com 249 units . RM275 ($80/£50) double; RM570 ($165/
£103) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 restaurants; children’s center; concierge; airport transfers; room 
service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Tanjong Jara Resor t  Tanjong Jara exudes the most ex otic of M alay tradi-
tions to cr eate a r esort that tr uly r eflects the east coast. I ts ar chitectural character is 
designed after 17th-centur y Malay sultans ’ palaces, with delicate woodcar vings, hard-
wood floors and timber accents, tiled r oofs, and other local building materials. G uest 
rooms come in thr ee v arieties. S erambi r ooms, at gr ound lev el, ar e midsiz e double-
occupancy r ooms with big bathr ooms, two v anities, and a huge inviting tub . These 
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rooms also have big private sun decks attached. Just above Serambi rooms are Bumbung 
rooms, the lo west-priced category; these r ooms are exactly like their do wnstairs neigh-
bors, except they do not have sun decks. The ultimate accommodation here is the beach-
front chalets, called Anjung, with long pictur e windows that open out onto a br eezy 
veranda, big sleeping ar eas with separate sofa bed, and huge bathr ooms that include 
outdoor sunken tubs within a priv ate garden. A main attraction her e is the Spa Village, 
a peaceful spa in a gar den setting featuring traditional M alay health and beauty tr eat-
ments. The resort’s grounds are meticulously maintained, r esonating with the sound of 
wind chimes and gamelan music, and the beach is pristine. Watersports, golf, and local 
tours can be arranged.
Batu 8 off Jalan Dungun, 23000 Dungun, Terengganu. & 09/845-1100. Fax 09/845-1200. www.tanjong
jararesort.com. 99 units. RM1,300 ($377/£234) Bumbung double; RM1,500 ($435/£270) S erambi double; 
RM1,870 ($542/£337) Anjung double. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 3 restaurants; 2 outdoor pools; 2 outdoor 
tennis courts; health club; spa; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting. In room: A/C, TV w/
satellite programming, minibar, hair dryer.

WHERE TO DINE
Outside of the resorts, you’ll be at a loss to find Malay specialties in a pleasant restaurant 
setting, because most locals either cook at home or eat at hawker stalls. If you ask for the 
best dishes, people will point y ou in all sor ts of dir ections, to r oadside places with no 
signboards or hawkers selling tr eats from the back of their car ev en. To sample as many 
varieties of local M alay cuisine, y our best bet is to visit the Central M arket food stalls, 
where you’ll find a variety of freshly cooked dishes for cheap. Likewise, Chinese food can 
be found in food stalls in Chinatown and coffee shops along Jalan Kampong Cina (pro-
nounced Chee-na).

If you’re in town for mealtime and want a more comfortable dining experience, Ocean 
Restoran is the best pick. Near the waterfront in what looks like a warehouse (Lot 2679 
Jalan Sultan Janah Apitin; & 09/623-9154), Ocean prepares tender prawns, light but-
terfish, and juicy crab in local and Chinese r ecipes that ar e very good. D on’t count on 
much from the alfresco decor, which is simple plastic tables and chairs.

ATTRACTIONS
Central Market  Open daily from very early until about 7pm, the central mar ket 
is a huge maze of shops selling every craft made in the region. There’s basket weaving for 
everything from place mats to beach mats. Batik comes in sarong (with some very unique 
patterns), r eady-made clothing, and household linens. Songket, beautiful fabric wo ven 
with gold and silv er threads, is sold by the piece or sarong. Brassware pots, candlesticks, 
and curios are piled high and glistening. Every handicraft item you can think of is her e, 
waiting for y ou to bargain for and bring home. And when y ou’re done, v enture to the 
back of the mar ket and check out the pr oduce, dried goods, and seafood in the w et 
market.
Jalan Sultan Zainal Abidin. Free admission. Daily early morning to 7pm.

Chinatown Although Terengganu has only a small Chinese population, its China-
town is still quite inter esting. This street of shophouses close to the water is still aliv e, 
only today many of the shops ar e art galleries and boutiques, showcasing only the finest 
regional ar ts. Also along J alan B andar y ou can find trav el agents for trips to nearb y 
islands.
Jalan Bandar.
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Custom Made Wooden Yachts In ternational Ship yard  A bdullah bin 
Muda’s family has been building ships by hand for generations. Now Mr. Abdullah is an 
old-timer, but he gets ar ound, balancing on the planks that surr ound the dr y-docked 
hulls of his latest masterpieces. H e makes fishing boats in w estern and Asian styles, as 
well as luxur y yachts —all handmade, all fr om wood. Although Mr . Abdullah doesn’t 
speak any E nglish, he’ll let y ou explore the boats on y our own and ev en tell y ou how 
much money he’s getting for them. You’ll weep when you hear how inexpensive his fine 
work is. Ask y our hotel ’s concierge to call befor e you plan to head out, to make sur e 
they’re open and that Mr. Abdullah is in.
3592 Duyong Besar. & 09/623-2072. Free admission.

Istana Maziah Probably one of the least ornate istanas in Malaysia, this lovely yellow 
and white r oyal palace, built in 1897, is today mainly only used for state and r oyal 
ceremonies. I t is not open to the public, but y ou can catch glimpses thr ough the 
gate. Tucked away down the narrow winding street is its neighbor, the Masjid (mosque) 
Abidin.
Jalan Masji. 

State Museum  The buildings that house the museum’s collection were purpose-
built, designed by a member of the Terengganu royal family, a renowned architect who 
also built the nearby Aryani resort. It reflects the stunning Terengganu architectural style. 
Atop stilts and with high sloping r oofs, the thr ee main buildings ar e connected. Inside 
are fine collections that illustrate the histor y and cultural traditions of the state.
Bukit Losong. & 09/622-1444. Adults RM5 ($1.45/90p), children RM2 (60¢/35p). Sat–Thurs 9am–5pm.

TERENGGANU’S HANDICRAFTS
Chendering, an industrial town about 40 minutes’ drive south of Kuala Terengganu, is 
where you’ll find major handicraft pr oduction—factories and sho wrooms of batik and 
other lovely items. All these places ar e located along one str etch of highway, but all ar e 
too far apart to walk. Plan to hire a taxi by the hour to shuttle you between them; they’re 
about a 5-minute hop between each if you’re driving. Also, while you’re in the area, stop 
by the Masjid Tengku Tengah Zahara, which is only 5km (3 miles) outside of the town. 
This ornate mosque is more commonly referred to as the “Floating Mosque,” as it is built 
in a lake and appears to be floating on the top .
Noor Arfa Noor Arfa is Malaysia’s largest pr oducer of hand-painted batik. This for-
mer cottage-industry business now employs 200 workers to create ready-to-wear fashions 
that are esteemed as designer labels thr oughout the country. There’s also a shop in to wn 
at Aked Mara, A3 Jalan Sultan Zainal Abidin (& 09/623-5173).
Lot 1048 K Kawasan Perindustrian Chendering. & 09/617-5700. Free admission. Sat–Thurs 8am–5pm.

Suteramas Suteramas specializes in batik painting on fine quality silks. At this, their 
factory showroom, you can buy their latest creations or just watch them being made. Not 
only do they dye the cloth, they make it fr om their own worm stock.
Zkawasan Perindustrian Chendering. & 09/617-1355. Free admission. Sat–Wed 9am–5pm.

Terengganu Craft Cultural Centre Operated by the Malaysian Handicraft Devel-
opment Corporation, the Craft Cultural Centre, also called Budaya Craft, not only sells 
handicrafts, but also has blocks of war ehouses where artisans create the work. See batik 

pain
prog
Lot 2

TE
The
nine
and
pen
the 
nigh
lous
time
driv
one

T
mai
acco
the 
mos
air-c
bars
scub
trek
is a 
880
RM

PE
The
with
to a
jetty

T
huts
reas
bish
plac

P
beac
bed
Acti
trek
from

N
Con
at w
£10



271

K
U

A
L

A
 T

E
R

E
N

G
G

A
N

U
P

E
N

IN
S

U
L

A
R

 M
A

L
A

Y
S

IA
: T

H
E

 E
A

S
T

 C
O

A
S

T

14

bin 
s an 

cked 
s, as 
esn’t 
how 
fine 
sure 

llow 
oyal 
the 

que) 

ose-
who 
tyle. 
side 

pm.

u, is 
and 
are 

ey’re 
stop 
wn. 

built 

for-
ions 
own 

pm.

heir 
Not 

vel-
sells 
atik 

painting, brass casting, basket w eaving, and woodcarving, as well as other local crafts in 
progress.
Lot 2195 Kawasan Perindustrian Chendering. & 09/617-1033. Sat–Wed 8am–5pm; Thurs 8am–12:45pm.

TERENGGANU MARINE PARK
The first marine par k in M alaysia, the Terengganu Marine Park is situated ar ound the 
nine islands of the Redang archipelago, 45km (28 miles) northeast of Kuala Terengganu 
and 27km (17 miles) out to sea. S porting the best coral r eefs and div e conditions off 
peninsular Malaysia, the park attracts divers with its many ex cellent sites. The largest of 
the islands is Pulau Redang (Redang Island), where most people stay in r esorts on over-
night diving excursions. The recent completion of an airpor t on Redang makes it fabu-
lously accessible. Berjaya Air (in KL & 03/7846-8228; www.berjaya-air.com) flies four 
times a week from KL. Otherwise, you’ll have to make your way from Kuala Terengganu, 
driving an hour nor th to the jetty to wn of Merang, followed by a speedboat trip to any 
one of the islands for scuba, snor keling, and sunning on powdery beaches.

The best place to stay on Redang is the Berjaya Redang Beach Resort . It’s the best, 
mainly because they can arrange y our entir e trip and activities for y ou—air transfers, 
accommodations, meals, and activities including scuba. And while B erjaya commands 
the best cove on the island, with po wdery white-sand beaches, it also happens to be the 
most comfortable place her e, with 152 M alay-style chalets all with en-suite bathr oom, 
air-conditioning, phones, TVs with satellite pr ograms and in-house mo vies, and mini-
bars. Of their thr ee r estaurants, the beach seafood grill is the fav orite. In addition to 
scuba and snorkeling trips to the coral reefs, they’ll plan other watersports activities plus 
treks around the island. Their pool is a gorgeous lagoon-style affair b y the beach. There 
is a good spa in the r esort, too. Contact B erjaya Redang Beach Resort at & 09/630-
8808, fax 09/630-8855, or visit online at www.berjayaresorts.com. Rates are RM463 to 
RM930 ($134–$270/£83–£167) for a double.

PERHENTIAN ISLANDS
The Perhentian Islands (two islands; one big, one small) are part of the same archipelago 
within the Terengganu Marine Park. Located to the north of Redang, they are not as easy 
to access as Redang, because there’s no easy airport access. It’s about an hour’s ride to the 
jetty from Kuala Terengganu, then a speedboat to the island.

There are many bungalow operators on these islands—most of these places are simple 
huts with poor ex cuses for beds and scar cely anything else for conv enience. For some 
reason, these small bungalo w operators have not learned ho w to handle waste and r ub-
bish, and will ev entually spoil the envir onment that draws people her e in the first 
place.

Perhentian I sland R esort is y our best option on P erhantian. They hav e a priv ate 
beach and are managed properly. Their 106 rooms, housed in cabanas, offer comfortable 
beds and air-conditioning. Their one r estaurant ser ves buffet meals thr ee times daily . 
Activities are organized through their PADI dive center, plus ther e’s snorkeling, tennis, 
trekking, and nonmotorized sea sports. They will arrange your speedboat transfers to and 
from the jetty.

Note: The resort is closed during the rainy season fr om December through January. 
Contact Perhentian Island Resort at & 09/697-4095, fax 09/697-8679, or visit online 
at www .perhentianislandresort.net. Rates ar e RM425 to RM572 ($123–$165/£77–
£103) double chalet.
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4  KOTA  B H A R U

In the northeast corner of peninsular Malaysia, bordering Thailand, is the state of Kelan-
tan. Few tourists head this far nor th up the east coast, but it ’s a fascinating journey for 
those interested in seeing Malaysia as it might have been without so many foreign influ-
ences. The state is populated mostly b y Malays and other B umiputeras, with only tiny 
numbers of Chinese and I ndian residents and almost no traces of B ritish colonialism. 
Not surprisingly, Kelantan is the heart of traditional Islam in modern Malaysia. Although 
the government in KL constr ucts social policies based upon a mor e open and tolerant 
Islam, religious and government leaders in K elantan follow a more fundamentalist line. 
That said, visitors who respect local conservatism are most welcome. 

It is impor tant to note  that Kelantan borders Thailand’s southern provinces, where, 
since 2004, civil unr est, including bombings in public places, has led to hundr eds of 
deaths of Thai citizens and several international tourists. I advise travelers to use caution 
in this area and refrain from speaking openly about politics and r eligion.

Kota Bharu, the state capital, is the hear t of the r egion. The area is rich in M alay 
cultural heritage, as evidenced in the continuing inter est in arts like silat (Malay martial 
arts), wayang kulit  (puppetr y), gasing (top spinning), and wau (kite flying). F or the 
record, you won’t find too much traditional music or dance, as women ar e forbidden 
from entertaining in public. Also beware that the state has strict laws controlling the sale 
of alcoholic beverages, which cannot be purchased in many stores, hotels, or most restau-
rants. Chinese r estaurants, however, are permitted to sell beer to their patr ons but will 
probably not allow you to take any away.

If you take a side trip from Terengganu, plan to stay overnight. An outstation taxi from 
Kuala Terengganu can bring you on the 3-hour drive for around RM110 ($32/£20). Stay 
at the Renaissance, managed by Marriott; it’s practically the only hint of the 21st cen-
tury in all of Kelantan. Rooms are exactly what you would expect from an international 
business-class hotel chain, and cost RM477 ($138/£86) for double occupancy . Contact 
the R enaissance at K ota S ri Mutiara, J alan Sultan Yahya Petra (& 09/746-2233; fax 
09/746-1122; www.marriott.com). You’ll find the Kelantan Tourist Information Cen-
tre at Jalan Sultan Ibrahim (& 09/748-5534).

Centered around the Padang Merdeka are five of the most significant sights in K ota 
Bharu, run by the Kelantan State Museum Corporation. They are all open S aturday to 
Thursday 8:30am to 4:45pm, and closed on F riday; entr y charges for each ar e RM2 
(60¢/35p) for adults and RM1 (30¢/20p) for childr en. At the Istana Jahar, Kelantan 
traditional costumes, antiques, and musical instruments are displayed in context of their 
usage in r oyal cer emonies. Istana B atu takes y ou thr ough a photographic journey of 
Kelantan’s royal family and offers a peek at their lifestyle through the past 200 years. The 
Balai G etam G uri handicraft museum  sho wcases the finest in K elantanese textiles, 
basketry, embroidery, batik printing, and silversmithing. You’ll also be able to buy crafts 
in the shops within the compound. The Islamic M useum (Muzium I slam) teaches 
everything you might want to know about Islam in this state, with a focus on Islamic arts 
and Kelantan’s role in spreading Islam in the r egion. Finally, there is the War Museum 
(Bank Kerapu), which tells the stor y of Kelantan during World War II in a 1912 bank 
building that survived the invasion.

The State Museum (Muzium Negeri) is located on Jalan Hospital (& 09/744-4666; 
adults RM2/60¢/35p, children RM1/30¢/20p; Sat–Thurs 8:30am–4:45pm). It’s been a 
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long time since this old building served as the colonial land office, but it now houses the 
Kelantan Art Gallery, including ceramics, traditional musical instr uments, and cultural 
pastimes exhibits.

For great local handicrafts shopping, visitors to K elantan need go no far ther than 
Jalan PCB,  the r oad that leads to P .C.B. beach fr om Kota Bharu’s Chinatown area. 
Hire a taxi through your hotel’s concierge—it’s best to hire by the hour; it should cost 
only about RM15 ($4.35/£2.70) per hour. Your driver will stop at every roadside fac-
tory, showroom, shop, and crafts house (the place crawls with them!), and you’ll satisfy 
every shopping itch that needs scratching. These are all small cottage industries run out 
of folks’ homes, so while some places actually have shops, many are very informal “look 
sees.” You can watch women weaving songket cloth (fine cotton cloth with inter woven 
patterns in bright colors and gold or silv er threads) on enormous wooden looms, see  
how kites are made by hand, and learn techniques for painting and dyeing batik cloth, 
along with many other crafts activities that go on in this area. Your driver can also take 
you to other shopping places in to wn for local crafts. The prices ar e very good—far 
cheaper than in KL.
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East Malaysia: Borneo
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Borneo f or the past 2 c enturies 
has been the epitome of adv enture travel. 
While bustling ports like Penang, Melaka, 
and S ingapore attracted early trav elers 
with dollars in their eyes, Borneo attracted 
those with adventure in their hearts. Today 
the island still draws visitors who seek new 
and unusual experiences, and fe w leav e 
disappointed. Riv ers meander thr ough 
dense tr opical rainfor ests, beaches str etch 
for miles, and caves snake out longer than 
any in the world. All sor ts of cr eatures 
you’d never imagine liv e in the rainfor est: 
deer the size of house cats, owls only 15cm 
(6 in.) tall, the odd proboscis monkey, and 
the endanger ed orangutan, whose only 
other natural home is S umatra. I t’s also 
home to the largest flo wer in the world, 
the Rafflesia, spanning up to a meter (3.3 
ft.) wide. Small wonder this place has spe-
cial inter est for scientists and r esearchers 
the world around.

The people of Borneo can be cr edited 
for most of the alluring tales of early trav-
els. The exotically adorned tribes of war-
ring headhunters and pirates of yesteryear, 
some of whom still liv e lifestyles little 
changed (though both headhunting and 
piracy ar e no w illegal), today shar e their 
mysterious cultures and colorful traditions 
openly with outsiders.

Add to all of this the fabulous tale of the  
White Raja of S arawak, S ir J ames B rooke, 
whose family ruled the state for just over 100 
years, and you have a land filled with allur e, 
mystery, and romance unlike any other.

Malaysia, Brunei Darussalam, and Indo-
nesia hav e divided the island of Borneo . 
Indonesia claims Kalimantan to the south  
and east, and the M alaysian states of Sara-
wak and Sabah lie to the north and north-
west. The small sultanate of B runei is  
situated between the two M alaysian states  
on the western coast.

1  S A R AWA K  

Tropical rainforest once accounted for more than 70% of Sarawak’s total landmass, pro-
viding homes for not only exotic species of plants and animals, but for the myriad ethnic 
groups who ar e indigenous to the ar ea. With more than 15 national par ks and wildlife 
preserves, Malaysia shows its commitment to conserving the delicate balance of life here, 
despite extensive logging that has clear ed many other natural ar eas. The national par ks 
located around the state’s capital Kuching provide quick access to forest life, while longer, 
more detailed trips to nor thern S arawak lead y ou deeper into the jungle, to explor e 
remote for ests and extensiv e ancient cav e networ ks. A number of riv ers connect the 
inland areas to the main towns, and a boat trip from Kuching to visit tribal communities 
and trek into the surrounding forests is the most memorable attraction going.

The indigenous peoples of S arawak make up mor e than half the state ’s population. 
Early European explorers and settlers referred to all native inhabitants of Borneo with the 
catchall term Dyaks, which didn ’t account for the v ariations between the more than 25 
different ethnicities. O f these gr oups, the I ban are the largest, with mor e than 30% of 
the population overall. A nomadic people by nature, the Ibans were once located all over 
the r egion, existing on agricultur e, hunting, and fishing. They w ere also notoriously 
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fierce warriors who would behead enemies—a practice no w outlaw ed but that has 
retained its cultural significance. The Ibans fought not only with other tribes, but within 
their own separate tribal units as well.

The next-largest group, the Bidayuh, live peacefully in the hills. Their longhouse com-
munities are the most accessible to trav elers from Kuching. The Melanu are a coastal 
people who excel in fishing and boatbuilding. Finally, the Orang Ulu is an association of 
smaller tribes mostly in the nor thern parts of the state. Tribes like the Kayah, K enyah, 
Kelabit, and Penan, although culturally separate entities, formed an umbr ella organiza-
tion to loosely go vern all gr oups and pr ovide representation. These groups are perhaps 
the least accessible to outsiders.

The indigenous people who still stay in the for est liv e in longhouse communities, 
some of which ar e open for visitors. M ost travelers access these places with the help of 
local tour operators, who have trips that last from an overnight excursion to a week-long 
adventure. While some tours take y ou to well-trampled villages for the standar d “gawk 
at the funny costumes” trips, many operators can take you to more remote places to meet 
people in an environment of cultural learning with a sensitivity that is appreciated by all 
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involved. A few adventuresome souls travel solo into these ar eas, but I r ecommend that 
you stick with an operator. I don’t care much for visitors who pop in unexpectedly , and 
I can’t imagine why folks in one of these villages wouldn ’t feel the same way.

Every visitor to Sarawak starts out from Kuching, the capital city. With a population 
of some 400,000 people, it ’s small but oddly cosmopolitan. I n addition to local tribes 
that gave up forest living, the city has large populations of Malays, Chinese, Indians, and 
Europeans, most of whom migrated in the last 2 centuries. The city sits on the Kuching 
River, which will be one of the arteries for trips inland. Before you head off for the river, 
though, check out the many delights of this mysterious colonial kingdom. The riverfront 
area is Malaysia’s best open public space.

Sarawak was introduced to the Western world by James Brooke, an English adventurer 
who in 1839 came to S outheast Asia to follow in the footsteps of his idol, S ir Stamford 
Raffles, who settled S ingapore. His wanderings br ought him to Borneo, wher e he was 
introduced to the Sultan of Brunei. The sultan was deeply troubled by warring tribes to 
the south of his kingdom, who w ere in constant revolt, sometimes to the point of pirat-
ing ships to B runei’s por t. B rooke pr ovided the solution, initiating a campaign to 
befriend some of the warring tribes, uniting them to conquer the others. Soon the tribes 
were calmed. The sultan, delighted by Brooke, ceded Kuching to him for a small annual 
fee. In 1841, J ames Brooke became raja and set about claiming the land that is no w 
Sarawak.

Raja Sir James Brooke became a colonial legend. Kno wn as “the White Raja of S ara-
wak,” he and his family ruled the territory and its people with a firm but compassionate 
hand. Tribal leaders were appointed to leadership and administrative positions within his 
government and militia, and as a result, the Brookes were highly respected by the popu-
lations they led. H owever, Brooke was a bit of a r enegade, turning his nose up at Lon-
don’s attempts to include Sarawak under the crown. He took no money from the British 
and closed the doors to British commercial interests in Sarawak. Instead, he dealt in local 
trade and trade with S ingapore. Still, Kuching was understood to be a B ritish holding, 
though the city never flourished as did other British ports in Southeast Asia.

After his death in 1868, Raja J ames Brooke was succeeded b y his nephe w, Charles 
Brooke. In 1917, Charles’s son, Vyner Brooke, became the last ruling Raja, a position he 
held until World War II, when the territor y was conquered by invading Japanese. After 
the war, Raja Vyner Brooke returned briefly, but soon after, the territory was declared a 
crown colony . E ventually, M alaya was granted independence b y B ritain, pr ompting 
Prime M inister Tunku A bdul Rahman to form M alaysia in 1963, uniting peninsular 
Malaya with Singapore, Sarawak, and Sabah. Singapore departed from the union 2 years 
later, but Sarawak and Sabah happily remained.

KUCHING
The perfect introduction to Sarawak begins in its capital. K uching’s museums, cultural 
exhibits, and historical attractions will help you form an overview of the history, people, 
and natural wonders of the state. I n K uching, y our intr oduction to S arawak will be 
comfortable and fun; culture by day and good food and fun by night. Kuching, meaning 
“cat” in Malay, also has a wonder ful sense of humor, featuring monuments and exhibits 
to its feline mascot on almost ev ery corner.

The Rainforest World M usic F estival (www .rainforestmusic-borneo.com) is held 
every second w eekend of J uly at the S arawak C ultural Village (see belo w), featuring 
music workshops, ethno-musical lectur es, jamming sessions, and ev ening performances 
from the genre’s most renowned figures. Highly recommended. 
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Essentials
VISITOR INFORMATION The Sarawak Tourism Board’s Visitor Information Cen-
tre has literature and staff that can answ er any question about activities in the state and 
city. This is actually the best place to star t planning any trips to S arawak’s wonder ful 
national parks, as the main office for the N ational Parks & Wildlife Centre operates a 
Visitor Information Center her e as w ell. Both offices ar e incredibly informed and w el-
coming, so feel free to take advantage. You’ll find them at the Sarawak Tourism Complex 
in the O ld Cour thouse opposite the K uching Waterfront (S arawak Tourism Boar d 
& 082/410-944, National Parks Centre & 082/248-088; www.sarawaktourism.com).
GETTING THERE  Almost all trav elers to S arawak enter thr ough Kuching Interna-
tional Airpor t (& 082/454-242), just outside the city . Malaysia Airlines  (& 1300/
883-000; www .malaysiaairlines.com) has international flights fr om S ingapore, with 
domestic service from KL, Johor Bahru, and Kota Kinabalu. AirAsia (& 03/8775-4000; 
www.airasia.com) flies between Kuching and KL.

The relatively new airport is a terrific facility, with ATMs, moneychangers, restaurants, 
and tourist information. Taxis from the airpor t use coupons that y ou purchase outside 
the arrival hall. Priced according to zones, most trips to the central par ts of town will be 
about RM20 ($5.80/£3.60).
GETTING AROUND  Centered around a padang, or large cer emonial field, K uching 
resembles many other M alaysian cities. B uildings of beautiful colonial style rise on the 
edges of the field; many of these today house S arawak’s museums. The main sights, as 
well as the Chinatown area and the riverfront, are easily accessible on foot. Taxis are also 
available and do not use meters; most rides around town are quoted between RM10 and 
RM15 ($2.90–$4.35/£1.80–£2.70). Taxis can be waved down from the side of the road, 
or if you’re in the Chinatown area, the main taxi stand is on Gambier Road near the end 
of the India Street Pedestrian Mall.
FAST FACTS Sarawak’s area code is 082. Major banks have branches on Tunku Abdul 
Rahman Road near Holiday Inn Kuching or in the do wntown area around Khoo Hun 
Yeang Road. There are a fe w Internet cafes around town; it ’s best to ask y our hotel ’s 
concierge for the near est one befor e you star t wandering ar ound—or use y our hotel ’s 
facilities.

Where To Stay
Hilton K uching Located in the hear t of K uching along the riv erfront, the H ilton 
offers panoramic vie ws of the S arawak River and the historic F ort Margherita on the 
other side. The modern white facade is the dominant structure along the city side of the 
river. While the hotel is a little dated, it is w ell maintained and offers the best interna-
tional service in the city. The premier views are those facing the river and then from the 
10th floor upward.
Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman, Kuching, 93000 Sarawak. & 800/HILTONS (445-8667) in the U .S. and Can-
ada, 800/445-8667 in Australia, 800/445-866 in New Zealand, 800/448-002 in the U.K., or 82/248-200. Fax 
82/428-984. w ww.kuching.hilton.com. 315 units . RM410 ($119/£74) double; fr om RM780 ($226/£140) 
suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 4 restaurants; bar and lobby lounge; outdoor pool; outdoor floodlit ten-
nis courts; health club w/sauna and st eam; room service; smoke-free floors. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite 
programming, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair dryer, IDD phones w/voice mail.

Holiday Inn Kuching Holiday Inn offers Western-style accommodations at a mod-
erate price, and you’ll appreciate its location in an excellent part of town. It sits along the 
bank of the Kuching River, so to get to the main riv erside area, you need only stroll 10 
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minutes past some of the city ’s unique historical and cultural sights, shopping, and r es-
taurants. Catering to a diverse group of leisure travelers and businesspeople, the hotel has 
spacious, modern, and comfortable rooms; and although there are few bells and whistles, 
you won’t want for convenience. The outdoor swimming pool and excellent fitness center 
facility will help you unwind, and the small shopping ar cade has one of the best collec-
tions of books on Sarawak that can be found in the city.
P.O. Box 2928, Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman, 93100 Kuching, Sarawak, Malaysia. & 082/423-111. Fax 082/
426-169. www.holidayinn-sarawak.com. 305 units. RM265 ($77/£48) double. AE, DC, MC V. Amenities: 3 
restaurants; bar; outdoor pool; health club w/sauna; c oncierge; airport transfers; room service; babysit-
ting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house 
movies, minibar, hair dryer.

Merdeka P alace Hotel & Suites   Towering o ver the P adang M erdeka in the 
center of town is the Merdeka Palace, practically a landmark in its own right (as soon as 
you see the easily distinguishable to wer, you’ll always know where you are). This is one 
of the most fashionable addresses in the city, for guests as well as banquets and functions. 
Its large marble lobby and staircase justify its reputation for elegance. Rooms range from 
apartment suites to hotel r ooms. Large r ooms come dr essed in E uropean-inspired fur-
nishings and fabrics. Try to get a view of the padang, as the less expensive rooms face the 
parking lot. The rooftop outdoor swimming pool is small, but the fully equipped fitness 
center has sauna and steam rooms, plus massage. The English pub here is one of the most 
happening ones in town.
Jalan Tun Abang Haji Openg , 93000 K uching, Sara wak, M alaysia. & 082/258-000. F ax 082/425-400. 
www.merdekapalace.com. 214 units. RM414 ($120/£75) double. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 2 restaurants; 
bar; outdoor pool; health club w/Jacuzzi, sauna, st eam, and massage; concierge; airport transfers; room 
service; babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming, 
minibar.

Telang Usan Hotel  Value  While in Kuching, I like to stay at the Telang Usan 
Hotel. It’s not as flashy as the higher-priced places, but it ’s a fantastic bargain for a good 
room. Most guests her e are leisure travelers, and in fact, many ar e repeat visitors. The 
small public areas sport murals in local I ban and Orang Ulu styles, revealing the origin 
of the hotel ’s owner and operator . While rooms are small and decor is not completely 
up-to-date, they ’re spotless. S ome r ooms hav e only standing sho wers, so be sur e to 
specify when making your reservation if a bathtub is impor tant to you. The coffee shop 
is a fine place to tr y local food, but they hav e Western selections as w ell. There is an 
excellent tour agency under the same o wnership at the hotel.
Pesiaran Ban Hock, P.O. Box 1579, 93732 Kuching, Sarawak, Malaysia. & 082/415-588. Fax 082/245-316. 
www.telangusan.com. 66 units . RM140 ($41/£25) double . AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: Restaurant; r oom 
service; Internet service. In room: A/C, TV, minibar (some rooms).

Where To Dine
Everyone ends up at the Top Spot Food Court, a cheap hawker center v enue on Jalan 
Bukit Mata off Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman just near the Holiday Inn. Various stalls cook 
Chinese, Malay, and Western food, all sorts of exotic dishes, and local and seafood dishes. 
Located on the r oof of a multistor y par king garage, don ’t expect anything but “local 
charm” for decor. But the food is good and cheap , and you’ll be sure to find a bo wl of 
the famous Sarawak laksa.

A good pick for local specialties is the Dulit Coffee H ouse at Telang Usan Hotel 
(& 082/415-588). Try their local S arawak v ersion of laksa, v ermicelli noodles and 
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seafood in a rich and spicy coconut gravy, or the Sarawak black pepper steak, which is a 
house specialty. Entrees are reasonably priced betw een RM10 and RM35 ($2.90–$10/
£1.80–£6.30).

Attractions
The Astana and F ort Margherita At the water front by the S quare Tower, you’ll 
find water taxis to take you across the river to see these two reminders of the White Rajas 
of Sarawak. The Astana, built in 1870 b y Raja Charles Brooke, the second raja of S ara-
wak, is now the official residence of the governor. It is not open to the public, but visitors 
may still walk in the gardens. The best view of the Astana, however is from the water.

Raja Charles Brooke’s wife, Ranee Margaret, gave her name to Fort Margherita, which 
was erected in 1879 to protect the city of Kuching. Inside the great castlelike building is 
a police museum, the most inter esting sights of which ar e the depictions of criminal 
punishment.
Across the Sarawak River from town. Fort: & 082/244-232. Free admission. Daily 9am–5pm.

Chinese History Museum Built in 1911, this old Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
building is the perfect venue for a museum that traces the histor y of Chinese communi-
ties in Sarawak. Though small, it ’s centrally located and a conv enient stop while y ou’re 
in the area.
Corner of Main Bazaar and Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman. Free admission. Daily 9am–5pm.

Main Bazaar Main Bazaar, the major thoroughfare along the river, is home to Kuch-
ing’s antiques and handicraft shops. If you’re walking along the river, a little time in these 
shops is like a walk through a traditional handicrafts art gallery. You’ll also find souvenir 
shops, tour operators, and a fe w restaurants.
Along the river. Free admission.

Sarawak Cultural Village  What appears to be a contrived theme park turns out 
to be a r eally fun place to learn about S arawak’s indigenous people. B uilt ar ound a 
lagoon, the park re-creates the various styles of longhouse dwellings of each of the major 
tribes. I nside each house ar e r epresentative members of each tribe displaying cultural 
artifacts and performing music, teaching dar t blowing, and showing off carving talents. 
Give yourself plenty of time to stick ar ound and talk with the people, who ar e recruited 
from villages inland and love to tell stories about their homes and traditions. Performers 
dance and display costumes at 11:30am and 4:30pm daily. A shuttle bus leaves at regular 
intervals from the Holiday Inn Kuching on Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman.
Kampung Budaya Sarawak, Pantai Damai, Santubong. & 082/846-411. Adults RM60 ($17/£11), children 
RM30 ($8.70/£5.40). Daily 9am–5pm.

Sarawak Islamic Museum  A splendid array of M uslim ar tifacts at this quiet and 
serene museum depicts the histor y of Islam and its spr ead to Southeast Asia. Local cus-
toms and histor y are also highlighted. Although women ar e not required to cover their 
heads, respectable attire that covers the legs and arms is r equested.
Jalan P. Ramlee. & 082/244-232. Free admission. Sat–Thurs 9am–4:30pm; Fri 9am–12:45pm and 3–5pm.

Sarawak Museum   Two branches, one old and one ne w, display exhibits of the 
natural history, indigenous peoples, and culture of Sarawak, plus the state’s colonial and 
modern history. The two branches ar e connected b y an o verhead walkway abo ve Jalan 
Tun Haji Openg. The wildlife exhibit is a bit musty, but the arts and artifacts in the other 
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sections are well tended. A tiny aquarium sits neglected behind the old branch, but the 
gardens here are lovely.
Jalan Tun Haji Openg. & 082/244-232. Free admission. Sat–Thurs 9am–4:30pm; Fri 9am–12:45pm and 
3–4:30pm.

Square Tower The to wer, built in 1879, ser ved as a prison camp , but today the 
waterfront r eal estate is better ser ved b y an information center for trav el agents. The 
Square Tower is also a prime star ting place for a str oll along the riv erside and is wher e 
you’ll also find out about cultural per formances and exhibitions held at the water front, 
or call the number below for performance schedules.
Jalan Gambier near the riverfront. & 082/426-093. Free admission.

Tua Pek Kong Temple At a main crossroads near the river stands the oldest Chinese 
temple in Sarawak. Although officially it is dated at 1876, most locals ackno wledge the 
true date of its beginnings as 1843. It’s still lively in form and spirit, with colorful dragons 
tumbling along the walls and incense filling the air .
Junction of Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman and Jalan Padungan. Free admission.

Touring Local Culture 
One of the highlights of a trip to Sarawak is a visit to a longhouse community. Trips can 
last from simple overnight stays to 2-week intensive discovery tours. It goes without say-
ing that shor ter trips venture only as far as those longhouse villages closest to K uching. 
The benefit is that these communities are at ease with foreigners and so are better able to 
demonstrate their culture. The drawback is that these villages are the ones most trampled 
by coachloads of tourists looking to gawk at “ primitive tribes.” Basically, the more time 
you have, the deeper you will venture into the interior and the mor e time you will have 
to spend with differ ent ethnic gr oups, allo wing gr eater insight into these fascinating 
cultures.

A typical longhouse trip star ts with a v an ride fr om Kuching followed by a longtail 
boat ride upriv er, through gorgeous for ests. I f you are stopping in only for the night, 
you’ll be w elcomed, fed, and enter tained—the food is generally edible and always pr e-
pared under sanitar y conditions. F ruits are delicious. Your guide, thr ough translations, 
will help you chat with villagers and ask questions about their lifestyle and customs. A t 
night you will sleep in a longhouse provided especially for guests. It’s basic but cool, with 
mosquito nets (very necessary) provided. The following day includes a v ery brief jungle 
trek, plus hunting and fishing demonstrations befor e your departure back from whence 
you came. I f your trip is longer , you will pr obably avoid the closer villages and head 
straight for more remote communities, depending on how much time (and money) you 
have.

Your average overnight longhouse tour will set y ou back up to RM600 ($174/£108) 
per person. Good tour operators making longhouse tours ar e Asian Overland Services, 
126 G reen H eights Commr cial Centr e ( & 082/451-1309; www.asianoverland.com.
my), and Telang Usan Travel & Tours, Ban Hock Road (& 082/236-945; fax 082/236-
589). These agencies can also arrange trips into S arawak’s national parks.

TOURING SARAWAK’S NATIONAL PARKS
The Sarawak National Parks & Wildlife Centr e has opened access to all of S arawak’s 
national parks to DIY (do-it-yourself ) travelers. From their booking center in K uching, 
you can apply for par ks permits and book r eservations in state-run lodging within each 
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park. They can also advise how to travel to and from each park: Those closer to Kuching 
will only involve local road and river transportation, while more remote parks will require 
commercial flights to either S ibu or Miri, plus transfers to gr ound and river transporta-
tion and even chartered flights. If you have the time to plan your travel this way, you will 
be rewarded with the thrill of “getting there,” experiencing local life a little closer to the 
ground.

Most people do not have the luxury of time, which is why I recommend booking trips 
that interest you through a tour operator who will arrange all transpor tation, parks per-
mits, lodging, meals, and guides for y ou, freeing your time to experience the attractions 
themselves.

National Parks Not Far from Kuching
Both B orneo A dventure, 55 M ain B azaar ( & 082/245-175; www.borneoadventure.
com), and Asian Overland Services, 126 Green Heights Commercial Centre (& 082/
451-1309; www.asianoverland.com.my), charge a fe w dollars mor e than many of the 
other local operators, but you’ll get experienced guides and r eliable services, and you do 
not need to join a huge touristy coach gr oup. Most of these trips ar e for small gr oups. 
Their half-day trips from Kuching take the mystery out of local transportation—they can 
even be combined for longer itineraries so y ou can maximiz e your time. They can also 
prepare customized itineraries and special theme tours based upon y our special inter-
ests—for example, crafts, flora, or tribal cultur es.

Bako National Park , established in 1957, is S arawak’s oldest national par k. 
An area of 2,728 hectares (6,738 acres), it combines mangrove forest, lowland jungle, and 
high plains covered in scrub. Throughout the park, you’ll see the pitcher plant and other 
strange carnivorous plants, plus long-tailed macaques, monitor lizards, bearded pigs, and 
the unique proboscis monkey. Because the park is only 37km (23 miles) fr om Kuching, 
half-day trips here are extremely convenient. A day trip for two costs RM300 ($87/£54) 
per person.

Gunung Gading National Park, about a 2-hour drive west of Kuching, sprawls 4,106 
hectares (10,142 acres) over rugged mountains to beautiful beach spots along the coast. 
Day-trippers and overnighters come to get a glimpse of the Rafflesia, the largest flo wer 
in the world. The flowers are short lived and temperamental, but the national parks office 
will let you know if any are in bloom. A day tour for two people costs RM300 ($87/£54) 
per person.

Semenggoh O rang U tan S anctuary is a r ehabilitation center for orangutans and 
other endangered wildlife species who are either orphaned or recovering from illness and 
are being trained for eventual release into the forest. A half-day tour for two people costs 
RM140 ($41/£25) per person.

National Parks a Little Farther Out
Borneo A dventure, 55 M ain B azaar ( & 082/245-175; www.borneoadventure.com), 
and Asian Overland Services, 126 G reen Heights Commercial Centre (& 082/451-
1309; www.asianoverland.com.my), also book trips to national par ks in other par ts of 
the state. You’ll have to fly to Miri or Sibu, as these two towns are the hop-off points for 
these excursions. Malaysia Airlines and AirAsia both ser vice these two to wns from KL 
and Kuching.

Gunung Mulu National Park provides an amazing adv enture, with its astounding 
underground network of cav es. The park claims the world ’s largest cav e passage (D eer 
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Cave), the world ’s largest natural chamber (S arawak Chamber), and S outheast Asia ’s 
longest cave (Clearwater Cave). No fewer than 18 cav es offer explor ers trips of v arying 
degrees of difficulty, from simple tr eks with minimal gear to technically difficult cav es 
that r equire specializ ed equipment and skills. A boveground ar e 544 sq. km (212 sq. 
miles) of primary rainforest, peat swamps, and mountainous forests teeming with mam-
mals, birds, and unusual insects. Located in the nor th of Sarawak, Mulu is very close to 
the Brunei border. Borneo A dventure has a 2-day/1-night package for RM600 ($174/
£108) per person (minimum two people). The trip includes accommodations, gr ound 
transportation, longboat rides, natur e guides to see D eer Cave, Sarawak Chamber, and 
Clearwater Cave, plus some rainforest trekking (wear a hat in the caves to protect yourself 
from bat droppings). They can book y our flights from Kuching, but you’ll have to pay 
extra.

2  S A B A H  

Sabah presents a wonderland of natural scener y, lush primar y rainforest, vibrant coral 
reefs, and mysterious indigenous cultur es. It is, in my opinion, S outheast Asia’s hidden 
treasure. A playground for adventure seekers, extreme sportsters, and bums in sear ch of 
the ultimate beach, Sabah rewards those who venture here with a holiday in an unspoiled 
paradise.

Covering 73,711 sq. km (28,747 sq. miles) of the northern part of Borneo, the world’s 
third-largest island, Sabah stretches from the South China Sea in the west to the Sulu Sea 
in the east, both seas containing an abundance of uninhabited islands, postcar d-perfect 
beaches, and pristine coral r eefs bubbling with marine life. I n between, more than half 
of the state is covered in ancient primary rainforest that’s protected in national parks and 
forest reserves. In these for ests, some rar e species of mammals like the S umatran rhino 
and Asian pygmy elephant (herds of them) take effort to witness, but other animals, such 
as the orangutan, proboscis monkey, gibbon, lemur, civet, Malaysian sun bear, and a host 
of others can be seen on jungle tr eks if y ou search them out. O f the hundr eds of bir d 
species here, the hornbills and herons steal the show.

Sabah’s tallest peak is one of the highest mountains betw een the Himalayas and Irian 
Jaya. At 4,095m (13,432 ft.), it’s the tallest in Malaysia, and a challenge to trek or climb. 
The state’s interior has endless opportunities for jungle trekking, river rafting, mountain 
biking and 4×4 exploration for every level of excitement, from soft adventure to extreme 
sports.

This state holds not only mysterious wildlife and geography, but people as well. Saba-
hans count among their many ethnic gr oups some 32 differ ent peoples  whose cultures 
and traditions are vastly different from the Malay majority that makes up the r est of the 
country. In fact, ethnic Malays are a minority in Sabah.

About one-third of the population ar e Kadazandusun, a gr oup that inhabits mainly 
the west coast and parts of the interior of Sabah. They are one of the first groups travel-
ers come into contact with, especially during the Pesta Kaamatan, or harvest festival, held 
during May, where the high priest or priestess pr esides over a cer emony per formed to 
appease the rice spirit. Although it ’s a Kadazandusun tradition, it has come to be cele-
brated by all cultures in the state. Although this gr oup produces the majority of S abah’s 
agricultural products, most members live in towns and hold everyday jobs. The exception 
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is the R unggus, the last gr oup of Kadazandusun to liv e in traditional longhouse com-
munities, where they produce exquisite basket weaving, fabric weaving, and beadwork in 
traditional designs.

The Bajau are a group of seafarers who migrated fr om the Philippines only a couple 
hundred years ago. The Bajau on the eastern coast of S abah carr y on their traditional 
connection to the water , living as sea gypsies and coming to shor e only for burials. O n 
the west coast, however, many Bajau have settled on dry land as farmers and cattle raisers. 
Known locally as the “cowboys of the east,” Bajau men are very skilled equestrians. Dur-
ing festiv als, their brilliant costumes and decorated ponies almost always take center 
stage.

Kota Belud, 76km (47 miles) nor th of Kota Kinabalu, is a town inhabited mostly by 
Bajau people. In the background is Mount Kinabalu, which dominates the landscape in 
most of Western Sabah. The town comes aliv e every Sunday morning with the w eekly 
tamu, or market. 

The third-most-prominent indigenous group, the Murut, shares the southwest corner 
of Sabah with the Bajau, expanding inland along the border with Sarawak and Kaliman-
tan (Indonesia). Skilled hunters, they use spears, blowpipes, poisoned darts, and trained 
dogs. In past days, these skills w ere used for headhunting, which thankfully is not prac-
ticed today (although many skulls can still be seen during visits to longhouse settle-
ments). One nonlethal Murut tradition involves a trampoline competition. The lansaran 
(the trampoline itself ), situated in the community longhouse, is made of split bamboo . 
During Murut ceremonies, contestants drink rice wine and jump on the trampoline to 
see who can reach the farthest. A prize is hung above for the winner to grab .

Sabah also has a small community of Chinese families that settled during colonial 
days, and newer Filipino immigrants, many of whom are illegal plantation workers.

KOTA KINABALU
The best place to begin exploring Sabah’s marine wonders, wildlife and forests, adventure 
opportunities, and indigenous peoples is from its capital, Kota Kinabalu. Located on the 
west coast, it’s where you’ll find the headquarters for all of Sabah’s adventure-tour opera-
tors and package-excursion planners.

Essentials
VISITOR INFORMATION The Sabah Tourism Board (51 Jalan Gaya; & 088/212-
121; www.sabahtourism.com) provides the most compr ehensive information about the 
state. It’s open daily 9am to 4pm. Although the Tourism Malaysia has a small office on 
Jalan Gaya a block down from the Sabah Tourism office, almost all of their information 
promotes travel in other par ts of the countr y. Still, if you’re interested, stop by Ground 
Floor Uni. Asia Building, no. 1 Jalan Sagunting (& 088/248-698).
GETTING THERE Because of Sabah’s remote location, just about everybody will arrive 
by air thr ough the Kota Kinabalu International Airport in the capital city ( & 088/
238-555), about a 20-minute driv e south of the central par t of the city . A surprising 
number of direct international flights connect Sabah to the region. Malaysia Airlines flies 
from Hong Kong, Manila, Osaka, Seoul, Singapore, and Tokyo, among others (& 1300/
883-000; www.malaysiaairlines.com), and AirAsia flies fr om B angkok ( & 03/8775-
4000; www.airasia.com). 

Both airlines also have direct domestic flights to Kota Kinabalu from KL, Johor Bahru, 
Kuching, Sibu, and Miri, with in-state service to Sandakan and other towns. 
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The most efficient way to get into to wn from the airpor t is b y taxi using a coupon 
system. You’ll pay about RM15 ($4.35/£2.70) for a trip to to wn. Ignore the drivers that 
try to lure you away from the coupon counter; they will always o vercharge you.
GETTING AROUND In the downtown area, you can get ar ound quite easily on foot 
between hotels, r estaurants, tour operators, mar kets, and the tourism office. F or longer 
trips, a taxi will be necessar y; in town, trips cost about RM12 ($3.50/£2.15). Taxis are 
flagged down on the street or by your hotel’s bellhop.
FAST FACTS The area code for Sabah is 088. While on the same time as KL, the sun 
rises and sets earlier than the peninsula. You’ll find banks with A TMs conv eniently 
located in the do wntown ar ea ar ound Jalan Limabelas, J alan G aya, and J alan Pantai. 
While there are no large Internet cafes, you’ll find access in small shopfronts around the 
main parts of town.

Where to Stay
Hyatt Regency Kinabalu  One of the best international business-class hotels in 
town, in some ways the Hyatt seems a little out of place in cozy Kota Kinabalu. Still, it’s 
located close to the waterfront, near major shopping and travel operators, and has a good 
selection of restaurants. Even if you’re staying elsewhere in town, you may appreciate one 
of their dining options. As modern as y ou would expect the H yatt chain to be, r ooms 
here are large and have up-to-date furnishing styles that are not so Western that they take 
all the charm away from the room. Local tour and car-rental booking in the lobby makes 
the place convenient for leisure travelers. One of the high points is Shenanigan’s, a lively 
bar, with live entertainment. It gets packed, mostly with locals and expatriates.
Jalan Datuk Salleh Sulong, 88994 Kota K inabalu, Sabah. & 800/233-1234 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/
131-234 in A ustralia, 800/441-234 in New Z ealand, or 088/221-234. F ax 088/218-909. w ww.kinabalu.
regency.hyatt.com. 288 units . RM368 ($107/£66) double; fr om RM713 ($207/£128) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. 
Amenities: 3 r estaurants; bar ; out door pool; health club; c oncierge; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; 
babysitting; smoke-free rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-
house movies, minibar, hair dryer.

The Jesselton Hotel   Listen to me rav e about the J esselton. I t’s such a nice 
surprise to find this quaint boutique hotel in the center of Kota Kinabalu, just about the 
last real reminder in this city of a colonial pr esence. Even more appealing is the lev el of 
personalized service you receive and the comfort of the rooms, which, though completely 
modern, retain their charm with lovely Audubon-style inks and attractive wallpapers and 
fabrics—sort of a cross between a cozy guesthouse and a top-class hotel. D ue to lack of 
space in the building, ther e’s no pool, fitness center , or business center , but the staff at 
the front desk can help y ou with tour information and transpor tation. The coffeehouse 
serves local and Western food, which is quite good. B ella Italia Pizzeria Ristorante Café 
serves Italian and local favorites.
69 Jalan Gaya, 88000 Kota Kinabalu, Sabah. & 088/223-333. Fax 088/240-401. www.jesseltonhotel.com. 
32 units. RM247 ($72/£45) double; RM518 ($150/£93) suite. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: Restaurant; bar and 
lounge; c offee shop; airpor t transf ers; r oom ser vice; bab ysitting; smoke -free r ooms. In r oom: A/C, TV 
(movies available), minibar, hair dryer.

Shangri-La’s Tanjung Aru Resort & Spa   Kids  A short ride southwest of 
Kota Kinabalu and you’re at Tanjung Aru, a pleasant beachside district. The Shangri-La 
here is located in a most impressive setting, surrounded on three sides by water. It serves 
the finest local S abahan cuisine and fr eshest seafood y ou can get in the r egion. Book a 
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room in the Tanjung Wing, which is nestled amid S hangri-La’s signature lush gar den 
setting, or the Kinabalu Wing, which has panoramic views of the South China Sea. Every 
room has a stunning vie w of either the sea or M ount Kinabalu, with a balcony for full 
appreciation. Tropical touches include furnishings in cool colors and local fabrics with 
wood details. Their tour desk can arrange everything from scuba to trekking and rafting. 
Special activities for kids make this place a good choice for families.
Locked Bag 174, 88744 Kota K inabalu, Sabah. & 800/942-5050 in the U.S. and Canada, 800/222-448 in 
Australia, 800/442-179 in New Z ealand, or 088/225-800. F ax 088/217-155. w ww.shangri-la.com. 499 
units. RM700 ($203/£126) double; fr om RM1,250 ($363/£225) suit e. AE, DC, MC, V. Amenities: 3 restau-
rants; beach bar and lounge; 2 out door lagoon-style pools; 4 out door lighted tennis courts; health club 
w/Jacuzzi, sauna, steam, and massage; concierge; airport transfers; room service; babysitting; smoke-free 
rooms. In room: A/C, TV w/satellite programming and in-house movies, high-speed Internet, minibar, hair 
dryer.

Where to Dine
One of the best local specialties, hinava, is a mouthwatering delicacy of raw fish mari-
nated in lime juice, ginger, shallots, herbs, and chilies—I highly r ecommend trying it.

Kota Kinabalu is kno wn for its fr esh seafood, and ther e are a lot of places to choose 
from, but the locals and expatriates all agr ee that Port View Seafood Restaurant, Jalan 
Haji Saman across from the old Customs Wharf, near the downtown area (& 088/252-
813), is best. Dishes are prepared primarily in Chinese and Malay styles, are moderately 
priced (sold by weight), and are always succulent.

One of M alaysia’s most ex citing dining outlets is @tmosphere, on the 18th floor of 
Menara Tun Mustapha (& 088/425-100; www.atmosphererestaurant.com), south of the 
city center. Arrive in style by helicopter to this revolving restaurant and dine on creative 
Pacific Rim cuisine. It becomes a lively night spot after dinner.

Attractions
Sabah attracts scuba enthusiasts from around the world who come to dive at Sipadan, an 
island resort off the east coast of the state. Sipadan, ranked as one of the top-10 dive sites 
in the world, is actually a tall limestone “ tower” rising from the bed of the Celebes S ea, 
supporting v ast numbers of marine species, some of which may still be unidentified. 
Since 2004, the Malaysian government revoked the licenses of the five dive operators that 
managed resorts on the tiny island, in an effor t to pr event environmental degradation. 
The dive operators will move their base camps to surrounding islands, offering day trips 
to the area or running live-aboard trips.

Borneo Divers (9th floor, Menara Jubili, 53 Jalan Gaya; & 088/222-226; www.borneo
divers.info) was the first full-service dive operator in Borneo and the pioneering operator 
to Sipadan. They house div ers at their r esort on M abul, along a gorgeous sandy beach 
with easy access to div e sites ar ound the M abul island and S ipadan. F or RM664 
($193/£120) per night per person, y ou’ll get accommodations, meals, airpor t transfers, 
and two div es a day. You’ll have to pay extra for a r ound-trip flight into Tawau, which 
costs about RM390 ($113/£70). Booking can be made thr ough Borneo Divers. Equip-
ment rentals come to RM89 ($26/£16) per day. Sipadan has good diving year-round, but 
March through October has the best weather.

A newer spot, Layang Layang, located off the coast of northwest Borneo in the South 
China S ea, is also making a splash as an under water bounty of marine life. Layang 
Layang Island Resort (head office in KL at Blk. A, ground floor, A-0-3, Megan Ave. II, 
12 Jalan Yap Kwan Seng; & 03/2162-2877; www.layanglayang.com) pioneered this area 
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for divers. Their standard package of 6 days/5 nights runs at RM1,250 ($363/£225) per 
person, which includes accommodations, meals, and thr ee div es a day . E quipment is 
extra, as is the char tered helicopter flight to the island, which is expensiv e at RM969 
($281/£174) round-trip (booked through the dive operator, flying on Tues, Thurs, Fri, 
and Sun). Layang Layang closes during the monsoon season (early S ept to Feb).

If you want to stay close to Kota Kinabalu, Borneo Divers (see above) makes day trips 
to Tunku Abdul Rahman Marine Park. This group of five islands about 8km (13 miles) 
off the coast of Kota Kinabalu has been protected since the mid-1970s. Throughout the 
park, waters ar e clear and visibility is good. Although not as lauded as S ipadan and 
Layang Layang, if y ou’re looking for some quick diving ex citement but y ou have time 
and money constraints, it’s highly recommended. A day trip that includes two boat dives 
and a shore dive costs RM265 ($77/£48), not including equipment rentals. Borneo Div-
ers has a base camp on the smallest island, from which they also conduct complete PADI 
scuba courses.

Sabah has many other div e sites, including sites such as P ulau Tiga, of Survivor TV 
fame. A couple of sites also offer wr eck diving, so if y ou’re interested, inquire when you 
make your booking.

For other types of watersports, your best bet is to either book these activities thr ough 
your resort or plan a DIY trip to Tunku Abdul Rahman Park. Catch a ferry at the newly 
upgraded Kpta Kinabalu City Terminal, near the S abah Ports Authority/Marine Police 
Jetty, to take y ou to the par k. It costs RM30 ($8.70/£5.40) and is only 8km (13 miles) 
from Kota Kinabalu, so you can spend a day trip at one or more of the park’s five islands 
sunning on the beach. Snorkel rentals go for around RM10 ($2.90/£1.80), and parasail-
ing charges r un RM100 ($29/£18). The latest thrill is seawalking—donning an enor-
mous helmet connected to the sur face with a tube, which allo ws y ou to br eathe 
underwater without tanks. This costs RM150 ($44/£27) per person ( & 088/249-115; 
www.borneoseawalking.com). Tip for snorkelers: Bring cotton socks to wear under your 
rental fins, to pr event blisters. There ar e cafes and toilets near the jetties, plus good 
accommodations on two of the islands.

Sabah’s rugged terrain makes for terrific hiking, camping, biking, and rafting for any 
level, from soft adventure or extreme sports. TYK Adventure (Borneo Travel; Lot 48-2F, 
2nd floor , B everly H ill P laza; & 088/727-825; www .tykadventuretours.com) was 
founded by a local Chinese awar d-winning tour guide Tham Yau Kong, who also hap-
pens to hold records for the longest cultural walk (1998) and for leading the first gr oup 
to circum-cycle Mt. Kinabalu (1999). M ountain biking trips ar ound Papar or P enam-
pang can be arranged for RM310 ($90/£56) per person for the day trip; the rate includes 
hotel transfer, mountain bike, and helmet.

Many come to S abah to climb Mt. Kinabalu. It’s an exhilarating trip if y ou are pre-
pared and if you hit it just right, in terms of weather and timing. It can be done only on 
an overnight trip, which includes a 4- or 5-hour hike fr om the park headquarters uphill 
to a ranger station, where you stay the night. Groups awake at 3am to begin the 3-hour 
hike to the summit. This is not light tr ekking, as some par ts are steep, altitude sickness 
can cause headaches and nausea, and remember—you’re tooling along in the pitch dark-
ness, the whole point being to arriv e at the summit in time for the spectacular sunrise. 
Come prepared with cold weather snugglies, or at the very least a wool sweater or fleece, 
long pants, windbreaker, rain poncho, and hiking boots. B ring a good, strong flashlight 
and pack plenty of trail mix and spor ts drinks for r ejuvenation. And finally, there’s no 
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guarantee that the weather will cooperate with your itinerary. You might hit rain or find 
the summit covered in clouds. There’s pretty much nothing any tour operator can do to 
guarantee you’ll get a clear vie w. But I’ve heard when you hit it right, it ’s really quite a 
great adventure with a rewarding view. TYK Adventure can also book this tour for you; 
a 2-day/1-night trip costs RM900 ($261/£162). Make sure you book early, because they 
need to make sur e there’s space av ailable at par k accommodations. The price includes 
transfer, lodging, and your guide to the summit.

TYK also plans regular trips out to Sandakan, on the eastern coast of S abah, for trips 
to see the Sepilok Orang Utan Rehabilitation Center, the largest orangutan sanctuar y 
in the world, with facilities to house and train hundr eds of orphaned orangutans for 
eventual release back into the wilds, with a boat trip to see the Marine Turtle Conserva-
tion Park and Hatchery.

Monsopiad Cultural Village, a Kadazandusun heritage center with its cr eepy House 
of Skulls, is located in Penampang, not far from Kota Kinabalu. During the 3-hour visit 
to the village, you’ll tour the place and be treated to a cultural performance. It’s about the 
height of “touristy” Sabah but can be a fun half-day trip if y ou want to peep at a bit of 
local cultur e. Call them at & 088/774-337 to make a booking; RM100 ($29/£18) 
includes transportation to and from your hotel, the tour and show, plus a welcome drink. 
The tour leaves daily at 9:30am and again at 2:30pm.

In 2000, the North Borneo Railway (Tanjung Aru Railway; & 088/263-933) revived 
the tradition of steam train travel with the launch of a 1954 fully r enovated British Vul-
can steam locomotiv e pulling six r estored carriages. Traversing a 58km (36-mile) r oute 
from Tanjung Aru, near Kota Kinabalu, to the town of Papar, the train passes water and 
mangrove views, past fishermen and local sea crafts, through a mountain tunnel, and out 
the other side into a vast scenery of paddy fields. Carriages are open-air but comfortable, 
with soft seats and wood and brass accents. A swanky bar car and observation deck round 
out facilities that also include toilets. The train departs every Wednesday and Saturday at 
10am, returning at 2pm; tickets are RM195 ($57/£35). At the time of writing, the rail-
way was under maintenance, but do check to see if they ’re up and running during your 
visit; it’s well worth it. 

For another unique vie w of the countr yside, Touchdown H olidays M alaysia 
(& 088/249-276; www .touchdowncollection.com) offers thrilling helicopter tours, 
flying over Kota Kinabalu, tr opical wilds, and the je wel-colored sea. They also operate 
luxury boats around the islands off Kota Kinabalu.
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Appendix A: Singapore 
Fast Facts

1  FA S T  FAC T S :  S I N G A P O R E 

AMERICAN EXPRESS  The American 
Express office is located at 300 Beach Rd., 
#18-01 The Concourse ( & 65/6880-
1333). It’s open Monday to Friday 9am to 
5pm and Saturday 9am to 1pm. There’s a 
more convenient kiosk that handles trav-
eler’s checks and simple car d transactions 
(including emergency check guarantee) on 
Orchard R oad just outside the M arriott 
Hotel at Tangs ( & 65/6735-2069). I t’s 
open daily fr om 9am to 9pm. An addi-
tional for eign ex change office is open at 
Changi Airport Terminal 2 (& 65/6546-
5456). I t’s open fr om noon to midnight 
daily. See the “Money & Costs” section in 
chapter 3 for more on member privileges.
AREA CODES Singapore’s country code 
is 65. Tiny Singapore has no regional area 
codes. 
ATM NET WORKS/CASHPOINTS S ee 
“Money & Costs,” p. 42.
BUSINESS HOURS  S hopping centers 
are open M onday through Saturday from 
10am to 9pm and stay open until later on 
some public holidays. B anks ar e open 
from 9:30am to 3pm M onday thr ough 
Friday and fr om 9 to 11am on S aturday. 
Restaurants open at lunchtime fr om 
around 11am to 2:30pm, and for dinner 
they reopen at ar ound 6pm and take the 
last or der sometime ar ound 10pm. G ov-
ernment offices ar e open fr om 9am to 
5pm M onday thr ough F riday and fr om 
9am to 1pm on Saturday. Post offices con-
duct business fr om 8:30am to 5pm on 

weekdays and fr om 8:30am to 1pm on 
Saturday. Some keep extended hours until 
8pm.
DRINKING L AWS The legal age for 
purchase and consumption of alcoholic 
beverages is 18; pr oof of age is rar ely 
requested.
DRUGSTORES Guardian P harmacy 
fills prescriptions with name-brand dr ugs 
(from a licensed physician) and carries a 
large selection of toiletries. Conv enient 
locations include #B1-05 Centr epoint 
Shopping Centr e ( & 65/6737-4835), 
#02-237 Marina Sq. (& 65/6337-4518), 
and #B1-01 Raffles City Shopping Centre 
(& 65/6339-2137).
ELECTRICITY Standard electrical cur-
rent is 220 v olts A C (50 cy cles). Local 
electrical outlets ar e made for plugs with 
three squar e pr ongs. Consult y our con-
cierge to see if y our hotel has conv erters 
and plug adapters in-house for you to use. 
If y ou ar e using sensitiv e equipment, do 
not tr ust cheap v oltage transformers.  
Nowadays, a lot of electrical equipment—
including portable radios and laptop com-
puters—comes with built-in converters, so 
you can follo w the manufactur er’s dir ec-
tions for changing them over. 
EMBASSIES &  CONSULATES Con-
tacts for major embassies in S ingapore ar e 
as follo ws: U.S. E mbassy, 27 N apier Rd.  
(& 65/6476-9100); Canadian High Com-
mission, O ne G eorge S t. #11-01 ( & 65/
6854-5900); B ritish H igh Commis sion, 
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medical tr eatment abr oad ( & 0845 606  
2030; www .ehic.org.uk). N ote, ho wever, 
that the EHIC covers only “necessary medi-
cal treatment,” and for repatriation costs, lost 
money, baggage, or cancellation, travel insur-
ance fr om a r eputable company should  
always be sought (www .travelinsuranceweb.
com).
Travel I nsurance The cost of trav el 
insurance varies widely, depending on the 
destination, the cost and length of y our 
trip, your age and health, and the type of 
trip y ou’re taking, but expect to pay  
between 5% and 8% of the vacation itself. 
You can get estimates from various provid-
ers thr ough InsureMyTrip.com. E nter 
your trip cost and dates, y our age, and 
other information, for prices fr om mor e 
than a dozen companies.

U.K. citiz ens and their families who 
make more than one trip abr oad per y ear 
may find an annual travel insurance policy 
works out cheaper . Check www.money
supermarket.com, which compares prices 
across a wide range of providers for single- 
and multitrip policies.

Most big trav el agents offer their o wn 
insurance and will probably try to sell you 
their package when y ou book a holiday . 
Think before you sign. Britain’s Consum-
ers’ A ssociation r ecommends that y ou 
insist on seeing the policy and r eading the 
fine print befor e buying trav el insurance. 
The A ssociation of B ritish I nsurers 
(& 020/7600-3333; www.abi.org.uk) 
gives advice by phone and publishes Holi-
day Insurance, a free guide to policy provi-
sions and prices. You might also shop around 
for better deals: Try Columbus D irect 
(& 0870/033-9988; www.columbusdirect.
net).
Trip C ancellation I nsurance T rip-can-
cellation insurance will help r etrieve your 
money if you have to back out of a trip or 
depart early, or if your travel supplier goes 
bankrupt. Trip cancellation traditionally 
covers such ev ents as sickness, natural 

Tanglin R oad ( & 65/6473-9333); A us-
tralian High Commission, 25 N apier Rd. 
(& 65/6836-4100).
EMERGENCIES F or police, dial & 999. 
For medical or fire emergencies, call  
& 995.
HOLIDAYS See “H olidays” in chapter 
3, p. 34.
HOSPITALS If you require hospitaliza-
tion, the centrally located Mount E liza-
beth Hospital is near O rchard Road at 3 
Mount Elizabeth (& 65/6737-2666); for 
accidents and emergencies, call ( & 65/
6731-2218). You can also tr y Singapore 
General Hospital, Outram Road (& 65/
6222-3322); for accidents and emergen-
cies, call (& 65/6321-4311).
INSURANCE Medical Insurance F or 
travel o verseas, most U.S. health plans 
(including M edicare and M edicaid) do 
not provide coverage, and the ones that do 
often r equire y ou to pay for ser vices up 
front and r eimburse y ou only after y ou 
return home. 

As a safety net, y ou may want to buy  
travel medical insurance, par ticularly if 
you’re trav eling to a r emote or high-risk  
area where emergency evacuation might be 
necessary. If you require additional medical 
insurance, try MEDEX Assistance (& 410/
453-6300; www.medexassist.com) or Travel 
Assistance I nternational (& 800/821-
2828; www .travelassistance.com; for gen-
eral information on ser vices, call the 
company’s Worldwide Assistance Services, 
Inc., at & 800/777-8710).

Canadians should check with their 
provincial health plan offices or call Health 
Canada (& 866/225-0709; www.hc-sc.
gc.ca) to find out the extent of their cover-
age and what documentation and r eceipts 
they must take home in case they ar e 
treated overseas.

Travelers fr om the U.K. should carr y 
their E uropean H ealth I nsurance Car d 
(EHIC), which replaced the E111 form as 
proof of entitlement to fr ee/reduced cost 
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offences, do not expect much help . Singa-
pore sho ws little leniency to for eigners 
who br eak local laws, and officials fr om 
your home country are oftentimes power-
less to assist. 
LOST &  FOUND Be sur e to tell all of 
your cr edit car d companies the minute 
you discover your wallet has been lost or 
stolen, and file a r eport at the near est 
police post. Your credit card company or 
insurer may r equire a police r eport num-
ber or record of the loss.  Most credit card 
companies hav e an emergency toll-fr ee 
number to call if your card is lost or stolen; 
they may be able to wir e y ou a cash 
advance immediately or deliv er an emer-
gency credit card in a day or two. 

To r eport lost or stolen cr edit car ds 
within S ingapore, use the follo wing toll-
free hot lines: American Express (& 800/
299-1997), MasterCard (& 800/110-
0113), Visa (& 800/110-0344).

If y ou need emergency cash o ver the 
weekend, y ou can hav e money wir ed to 
you via Western Union at most S ingPost 
branches.
MAIL Most hotels hav e mail ser vices at 
the front counter. Singapore Post has cen-
trally located offices that include #04-15 
Ngee Ann City/T akashimaya S hopping 
Centre ( & 65/6738-6899); Chinato wn 
Point, 133 N ew B ridge Rd. #02-41/
42/43/44 ( & 65/6538-7899); Change 
Alley, 16 Colly er Q uay #02-02 H itachi 
Tower ( & 65/6538-6899); and S untec 
City M all #03-01/03, 3 Temasek B lvd. 
(& 65/6332-0289). P lus, ther e ar e fiv e 
branches at Changi International Airport.

The going rate for international airmail 
letters to North America, Europe, Austra-
lia, and N ew Zealand is S$1.10 (US75¢/
50p) for 20 grams, plus S35¢ (US20¢/25p) 
for each additional 10 grams. P ostcards 
and aerograms to all destinations are S50¢ 
(US30¢/20p).

Your hotel will accept mail sent for y ou 
at its address.

disasters, and State Department advisories. 
The latest news in trip-cancellation insur-
ance is the av ailability of expanded hur-
ricane co verage and the “any-reason” 
cancellation co verage—which costs mor e 
but covers cancellations made for any r ea-
son. You won ’t get back 100% of y our 
prepaid trip cost, but y ou’ll be refunded a 
substantial por tion. TravelSafe (& 888/
885-7233; www .travelsafe.com) offers  
both types of coverage. Expedia also offers 
any-reason cancellation co verage for its 
air–hotel packages. F or details, contact 
one of the follo wing recommended insur-
ers: Access America  (www.accessamerica.
com), Travel Guard International (www.
travelguard.com), Travel Insured Interna-
tional (www.travelinsured.com), or Trav-
elex I nsurance S ervices (www .travelex-
insurance.com).
INTERNET A CCESS Internet cafes ar e 
common throughout the city , with usage 
costs about S$5 (US$3.35/£2.25) per  
hour (if y ou use the I nternet in y our 
hotel’s business center , you’ll pay a much 
higher price). Almost every shopping mall 
has one, and ther e are cybercafes in both 
terminals at Changi Airport. For reliability 
and quality , I r ecommend Chills C afé, 
with two locations: 39 Stamford Rd., #01-
07 S tamford H ouse, open daily 9am till 
midnight; and 3 Temasek Blvd., #02-165/
167/197/199, Suntec City M all Tower 5; 
open daily 10am till 10pm. For both loca-
tions, call & 65/6883-1016.
LANGUAGE Singapore’s four official  
languages ar e M alay, Chinese (M andarin 
dialect), Tamil, and E nglish. Malay is the 
national language, while E nglish is the 
language for go vernment operations, law , 
and major financial transactions. M ost 
Singaporeans ar e at least bilingual, with 
many speaking one or mor e dialects of 
Chinese, plus English and some Malay.
LEGAL AID  If y ou find y ourself in  
trouble in S ingapore, the first thing y ou 
should do is consult y our home embassy 
or high commission. H owever, for serious 
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MAPS The STB Visitors’ Centres carry 
a v ariety of fr ee city maps and walking 
tour maps of individual neighborhoods.
MEASUREMENTS See the chart on the 
inside front cover of this book for details 
on conv erting metric measur ements to 
nonmetric equivalents.
NEWSPAPERS &  MAGAZINES Local 
English newspapers available are the Inter-
national H erald Tribune, The B usiness 
Times, The Straits Times, Today, and USA 
Today International. The Asian Wall Street 
Journal has limited distribution in S inga-
pore. M ost of the major hotels carr y it, 
though, so ask ar ound and y ou can find 
one. I-S M agazine is a good r esource for 
nightlife happenings. The STB Visitors’ 
Centres carr y a fe w fr ee publications for 
travelers, including Where Singapore, This 
Week S ingapore, and Singapore B usiness 
Visitor. M ajor bookstor es and magazine 
shops sell a wide v ariety of international 
magazines.
PASSPORTS The w ebsites listed pr o-
vide do wnloadable passpor t applications, 
as w ell as the curr ent fees for pr ocessing 
applications. For an up-to-date, countr y-
by-country listing of passpor t r equire-
ments ar ound the world, go to the  
“International Travel” tab of the U.S. State 
Department at http://travel.state.gov.
For Residents of Australia You can pick 
up an application fr om y our local post 
office or any branch of Passports Australia, 
but you must schedule an interview at the 
passport office to present your application 
materials. Call the Australian P assport 
Information S ervice at & 131-232, or 
visit the go vernment w ebsite at www .
passports.gov.au.
For R esidents of C anada P assport 
applications are available at travel agencies 
throughout Canada or fr om the central 
Passport O ffice, Department of F oreign 
Affairs and I nternational Trade, O ttawa, 
ON K1A 0G3 ( & 800/567-6868; www.
ppt.gc.ca). Note: Canadian childr en who 

travel must have their own passport. How-
ever, if you hold a valid Canadian passport 
issued befor e D ecember 11, 2001, that 
bears the name of your child, the passport 
remains valid for you and your child until 
it expires.
For R esidents of I reland You can apply  
for a 10-y ear passpor t at the Passport 
Office, Setanta Centre, Molesworth Street, 
Dublin 2 ( & 01/671-1633; www.irlgov.ie/
iveagh). Those under age 18 and o ver 65  
must apply for a 3-y ear passpor t. You can  
also apply at 1A S outh Mall, Cork (& 21/
494-4700), or at most main post offices.
For Residents of New Zealand Y ou can 
pick up a passport application at any New 
Zealand Passports O ffice or do wnload it 
from their website. Contact the Passports 
Office at & 0800/225-050 in New Zea-
land or 04/474-8100, or log on to www .
passports.govt.nz.
For R esidents of the U nited K ing-
dom To pick up an application for a 
standard 10-y ear passpor t (5-yr . passpor t 
for children under 16), visit y our nearest 
passport office, major post office, or travel 
agency, or contact the United K ingdom 
Passport Service at & 0870/521-0410 or 
search its website at www.ukpa.gov.uk.
For R esidents of the U nited S tates 
Whether you’re applying in person or b y 
mail, you can download passport applica-
tions fr om the U.S. S tate D epartment 
website at http://travel.state.gov. To find 
your regional passport office, either check 
the U.S. State Department website or call 
the National Passport Information Cen-
ter toll-fr ee number ( & 877/487-2778) 
for automated information
POLICE For emergencies, call & 999. If 
you need to call the police headquar ters, 
dial & 1800/255-0000.
SMOKING It’s against the law to smoke  
in public buses, elevators, theaters, cinemas, 
shopping centers, go vernment offices, and  
taxi queues. I n addition, all r estaurants, 
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(GMT). I nternational time differ ences 
will change during daylight saving or sum-
mer time. Basic time differences are: New 
York –13, Los Angeles –16, Montreal –13, 
Vancouver –16, London –8, B risbane +3, 
Darwin +1, M elbourne +2, S ydney +3, 
and Auckland +4. For the current time in 
Singapore, call & 1711.
TIPPING While tipping is not exactly 
discouraged at hotels, at bars, and in taxis, 
it is not the norm here. A gratuity is auto-
matically added into guest checks, but 
servers rarely see any of it. While tipping is 
not expected, I typically leav e the small 
bills behind in r estaurants and bars, I tell 
the cabbie to “keep the change ”, and I 
always give bellhops at least S$2 (US$1.35/
90p) per bag in all hotels. I t is always 
appreciated.
TOILETS Clean public toilets can be 
found in all shopping malls, hotels, and 
public buildings. S maller restaurants may 
not be up on their cleanliness, and beware 
of the “ squatty potty ,” the Asian-style 
squat toilet, which y ou see in the mor e 
“local” places. Carry plenty of tissues with 
you, as they often run out.
USEFUL PHONE  NUMBERS  U.S. 
Dept. of S tate Travel Advisory: & 202/
647-5225 (manned 24 hr.)
U.S. Passport Agency: & 202/647-0518
U.S. Centers for D isease Control Inter-
national Traveler’s Hotline: & 404/332-
4559
WATER Tap water in S ingapore passes 
World Health Organization standards and 
is potable.

hawker centers, bars, and nightclubs ar e 
smoke-free, with the ex ception of desig-
nated smoking areas. Establishments with 
outdoor seating can allocate 20% of this 
space for a smoking ar ea. Nightclubs can 
have smoking rooms inside their premises, 
but this r oom cannot ex ceed 10% of the 
club’s total floor space.
TAXES Many hotels and restaurants will 
advertise rates follo wed by “++.” The first 
+ is the goods and ser vices tax (GST ), 
which is levied at 7% of the purchase. The 
second + is a 10% gratuity charge. S ee 
chapter 8 for information on the GST 
Tourist R efund Scheme, which lets y ou 
recover the GST for purchases over S$100 
(US$67/£45) in value.
TELEPHONES Public telephones can  
be found in booths on the str eet or back 
near the toilets in shopping malls, public 
buildings, or hotel lobbies. Local calls cost 
S10¢ (US7¢/5p) for 3 minutes at coin- 
and car d-operated phones. I nternational 
calls can be made only from public phones 
designated specifically for this purpose. 
International public phones will accept 
either a stored-value phone card or a credit 
card. P hone car ds for local and interna-
tional calls can be pur chased at Singapore 
Post branches, 7-E leven conv enience 
stores, or moneychangers—make sure you 
specify local or international phone car d 
when you make your purchase.

For mor e information, see “S taying 
Connected” in “P lanning Your Trip to 
Singapore,” p. 50.
TIME Singapore S tandard Time is 8  
hours ahead of G reenwich M ean Time 

2  A I R L I N E  & H OT E L  W E B S I T E S 

MAJOR AIRLINES THAT SERVICE CHANGI 
INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
Air France
www.airfrance.com

Air India
www.airindia.com
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BUDGET AIRLINES THAT SERVICE CHANGI 
INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
AirAsia
www.airasia.com
Jetstar (Valuair)
www.jetstar.com
www.valuair.com

Tiger Airways
www.tigerairways.com

All Nippon Airways (ANA)
www.anaskyweb.com
American Airlines
www.aa.com
Asiana
http://flyasiana.com
British Airways
www.british-airways.com
Cathay Pacific
www.cathaypacific.com
China Airlines
www.china-airlines.com
Delta Air Lines
www.delta.com
Emirates Airlines
www.emirates.com
Japan Airlines
www.jal.co.jp
KLM
www.klm.com
Korean Air
www.koreanair.com 

Lufthansa
www.lufthansa.com
Malaysia Airlines
www.malaysiaairlines.com
Northwest Airlines
www.nwa.com
Philippine Airlines
www.philippineairlines.com
Qantas Airways
www.qantas.com 
Qatar Airways
www.qatarairways.com
Singapore Airlines
www.singaporeair.com
South African Airways
www.flysaa.com
Swiss Air
www.swiss.com
Thai Airways International
www.thaiair.com
United Airlines
www.united.com

MAJOR HOTEL CHAINS
Crowne Plaza Hotels
www.ichotelsgroup.com/crowneplaza
Four Seasons
www.fourseasons.com
Hilton Hotels
www.hilton.com
Holiday Inn
www.holidayinn.com

Hyatt
www.hyatt.com
InterContinental Hotels & Resorts
www.ichotelsgroup.com
Marriott
www.marriott.com
Sheraton Hotels & Resorts
www.starwoodhotels.com/sheraton
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Appendix B: Malaysia 
Fast Facts

AMERICAN EXPRESS The main office 
for American E xpress is located in KL at 
Menara Maybank, Ground Level banking 
hall, Jalan Perak (& 03/2050-0888).
AREA C ODES Malaysia’s countr y code 
is 60. Ar ea codes for destinations co vered 
in this book ar e as follo ws: 03 for K uala 
Lumpur; 06 for M elaka; 07 for J ohor 
Bahru; 04 for P enang and Langkawi; 09 
for Tioman, K uantan, Cherating, K uala 
Terengganu, and K ota B haru; 082 for 
Sarawak; and 088 for Sabah.
ATM NET WORKS/CASHPOINTS S ee 
“Money & Costs,” p. 42.
BUSINESS HOURS  Banks ar e open  
from 9:30am to 3pm M onday thr ough 
Friday. Government offices are open from 
8am to 12:45pm and 2 to 4:15pm M on-
day thr ough F riday. S maller shops like 
provision stores may open as early as 6 or 
6:30am and close as late as 9pm, especially 
those near the w et mar kets. M any such 
stores are closed on Saturday evenings and 
Sunday afternoons and ar e busiest befor e 
lunch. O ther shops ar e open 9:30am to 
7pm. D epartment stor es and shops in 
malls tend to open later , about 10:30 or 
11am until 8:30 or 9pm thr oughout the 
week. Note that in the states of K elantan, 
Terengganu, and Kedah, the working week 
runs fr om S aturday to Wednesday, with 
weekends on Friday and Saturday.
DENTISTS & DOCTORS All hotels and 
resorts hav e qualified physicians on call 
who speak E nglish. These doctors will 

come directly to your room for treatment. 
If your condition is serious, they can help 
you check into a local hospital. 
DRINKING L AWS Liquor is sold in  
pubs and supermarkets in all big cities, or 
in pr ovision stor es. I f y ou’re going to a 
smaller island, y our resort may hav e lim-
ited alcohol selections, so you may wish to 
bring your own. In Terengganu and Kelan-
tan, liquor is strictly limited to a handful 
of Chinese r estaurants. P ubs and other 
nightspots should officially close b y 1am 
nationwide, but there are places in KL that 
stay open later.

The legal age for alcohol pur chase and 
consumption is 18, but for eigners ar e 
rarely checked.
DRUG L AWS As in S ingapore, the  
death sentence is mandatory for drug traf-
ficking (defined as being in possession of 
more than 15g of her oin or morphine, 
200g of marijuana or hashish, or 40g of 
cocaine). F or lesser quantities, y ou’ll be 
thrown in jail for a v ery long time and 
flogged with a cane.
ELECTRICITY The v oltage used in  
Malaysia is 220 to 240 volts AC (50 cycles). 
Three-point square plugs are used, so buy 
an adapter if y ou plan to bring any appli-
ances. Also, many larger hotels can provide 
adapters upon request.
EMBASSIES While in Malaysia, should 
you need to contact an official r epresenta-
tive from your home countr y, the follo w-
ing contact information in Kuala Lumpur 

1  FA S T  FAC T S :  M A L AYS I A 
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you discover your wallet has been lost or 
stolen, and file a r eport at the near est 
police precinct. Your credit card company 
or insur er may r equire a police r eport 
number or r ecord of the loss.  Most credit 
card companies hav e an emergency toll-
free number to call if y our card is lost or 
stolen; they may be able to wire you a cash 
advance immediately or deliv er an emer-
gency credit card in a day or two. 

In the ev ent of a lost or stolen cr edit 
card, y ou can contact the follo wing hot 
lines: American E xpress, & 03/2050-
0789; MasterCard, & 800/804-594; and 
Visa, & 800/800-159.

If y ou need emergency cash o ver the 
weekend when all banks and American 
Express offices ar e closed, y ou can hav e 
money wir ed to y ou via Western Union 
(& 800/325-6000; www .westernunion.
com).
MAIL Post office locations in each city  
covered are provided in each section. Over-
seas airmail postage rates ar e as follo ws: 
RM.50 (15¢/9p) for postcar ds and fr om 
RM1.40 (40¢/25p) for a 100g letter.
MEASUREMENTS See the chart on the 
inside front cover of this book for details 
on conv erting metric measur ements to 
nonmetric equivalents.
NEWSPAPERS &  MAGAZINES E ng-
lish-language papers the New Straits Times, 
The S tar, The S un, and The E dge can be 
bought in hotel lobbies and magazine 
stands. Of the local KL magazines, Time 
Out has gr eat listings and local “ what’s 
happening” information for travelers.
PASSPORTS See “P assports” in “F ast 
Facts: Singapore,” p. 293. 
POLICE For emergencies, call & 999.
TAXES Hotels, with the ex ception of 
those on Langkawi, add a 5% government 
tax to all rates, plus an additional 10% 
service charge. Larger r estaurants also fig-
ure the same 5% tax into y our bill, plus a 
10% ser vice charge, wher eas small coffee 
shops and hawker stalls don ’t charge  

can help y ou out: United States Embassy, 
& 03/2168-5000; Canadian High Com-
mission, & 03/2718-3333;  A ustralian 
High Commission,  & 03/2146-5555;  
New Zealand High Commission, & 03/
2078-2533; and the B ritish H igh Com-
mission, & 03/2170-2200.
EMERGENCIES Call & 999  for emer-
gencies.
INSURANCE See “Insurance” in “Singa-
pore Fast Facts,” p. 291
INTERNET Service is av ailable to most 
of the nation, and I hav e found I nternet 
cafes in the most surprisingly r emote 
places. Although the major international 
hotels will hav e access for their guests in 
the business center , charges can be v ery 
steep. I used to r ecommend Internet cafes 
in each city but found that these small 
places came and went overnight, making it 
impossible for me to pr ovide accurate 
information for this book. Wherever you 
are, your best bet is to ask y our concierge 
or the local tourism information office for 
the best places close b y. Usage costs only 
about RM5 to RM10 ($1.45–$2.90/90p–
£1.80).
LANGUAGE The national language is 
Malay, or Bahasa Malaysia, although Eng-
lish is widely spoken. Chinese dialects and 
Tamil are also spoken.
LEGAL AID If you encounter legal trou-
ble in M alaysia, y ou should notify y our 
home embassy immediately. They will not 
be able to change local laws to help y ou, 
post bail on y our behalf , or offer legal 
advice, but they can assist y ou to contact 
family and suggest names of local legal 
representatives. Note that drug trafficking 
carries a mandatory death penalty and that 
conviction for certain other violent crimes 
can r esult in corporal punishment. S ome 
aspects of Shariah (Islamic) law have been 
incorporated into the lawbooks of some 
states.
LOST &  FOUND Be sur e to tell all of 
your cr edit car d companies the minute 

ent. 
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toilets. Coin collectors sit outside almost 
every public facility, taking RM.20 (6¢/4p) 
per person, RM.30 (9¢/5p) if y ou want 
paper. O nce inside, y ou’ll find that y our 
money doesn’t go for cleaning crews. Pub-
lic toilets are pure filth. They smell horri-
ble and the floors ar e always an inch deep 
with stagnant water. While most toilets are 
of the “squatty-potty” variety (a por celain 
bowl set into the floor), ev en if you find a 
seat-style toilet bowl, locals typically place 
their feet on the seat to squat. The best 
toilets ar e in hotels, upmar ket shopping 
malls, and restaurants.
USEFUL PHONE NUMBERS S ee “Use-
ful P hone N umbers” in “S ingapore F ast 
Facts,” p. 294.
WATER Water in Kuala Lumpur is sup-
posed to be potable, but most locals boil 
the water before drinking it—and if that ’s 
not a tip-off, I don’t know what is. I advise 
against drinking the tap water anywhere in 
Malaysia. Hotels will supply bottled water 
in y our r oom. I f they charge y ou for it, 
expect inflated prices, especially for pr e-
mium impor ted water . A 1.5-liter bottle 
goes for RM7 (US$2.05/£1.25) in a hotel 
minibar, but RM2 (60¢/35p) at 7-E leven.

anything abo ve the cost of the meal. 
Although most tourist goods (such as 
crafts, camera equipment, spor ts equip-
ment, cosmetics, and select small elec-
tronic items) ar e tax-fr ee, a small, scaled 
tax is issued on various other goods such as 
clothing, shoes, and accessories that y ou’d 
buy in the larger shopping malls and 
department stores.
TELEPHONE See “Staying Connected” 
in “P lanning Your Trip to M alaysia,” 
p. 206. 
TIME Malaysia is 8 hours ahead of  
Greenwich M ean Time, 16 hours ahead 
of U.S. Pacific Standard Time, 13 ahead of 
Eastern S tandard Time, and 2 hours  
behind Sydney. I t is in the same z one as 
Singapore. There is no daylight saving 
time.
TIPPING People her e don ’t r eally tip , 
but you might want to giv e your bellhop 
something. In a nicer hotel, at least RM2 
(60¢/35p) per bag should be fine. I n a 
budget hotel, they’ll probably be shocked.
TOILETS To find a public toilet, ask for 
the tandas. In M alay, lelaki is male and 
perempuan is female. B e prepared for pay 
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MAJOR AIRLINES THAT SERVICE KUALA LUMPUR 
INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
AirAsia
www.airasia.com
Cathay Pacific
www.cathaypacific.com
China Airlines
www.china-airlines.com
EgyptAir
www.egyptair.com 
Emirates Airlines
www.emirates.com

Japan Airlines
 www.jal.co.jp
Jetstar (Valuair)
www.jetstar.com
www.valuair.com
KLM
www.klm.com
Korean Air
www.koreanair.com 
Lufthansa
www.lufthansa.com
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Malaysia Airlines
www.malaysiaairlines.com
Qatar Airways
www.qatarairways.com

Singapore Airlines
www.singaporeair.com
Thai Airways International
www.thaiair.com

MAJOR HOTEL & MOTEL CHAINS
Best Western International
www.bestwestern.com
Crowne Plaza Hotels
www.ichotelsgroup.com/crowneplaza
Four Seasons
www.fourseasons.com
Hilton Hotels
www.hilton.com
Holiday Inn
www.holidayinn.com

Hyatt
www.hyatt.com
InterContinental Hotels & Resorts
www.ichotelsgroup.com
Marriott
www.marriott.com
Sheraton Hotels & Resorts
www.starwoodhotels.com/sheraton
Westin Hotels & Resorts
www.starwoodhotels.com/westin
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GENERAL INDEX

Abdul Gafoor Mosque 
( Singapore), 133–134

Absolute Asia, 49
Access America, 292
Accommodations

best, 10–11
Malaysia

Kota Bharu, 272
Kota Kinabalu, 286
Kuala Lumpur, 220–223
Kuala Terengganu, 

268–269
Kuantan and Cherat-

ing, 263–265
Kuching, 278–279
Langkawi, 254
Melaka, 234–236
Perhentian Islands, 271
Redang archipelago, 

271
Tioman Island, 261–262

Singapore, 52, 65–91
Chinatown, 77–81
Historic District, 70–77
rates, 69
reservations, 69, 70
seasons, 70
Sentosa Island, 90–91
tipping, 294

Aeroline, 198, 216
A Famosa (Porta de Santiago; 

Melaka), 239
AirAsia, 197, 199, 232, 263, 

266, 278
Air New Zealand, 38
Airport departure tax 

(Malaysia), 197
Air travel

Malaysia, 196–199
Singapore, 38–39

Al-Abrar Mosque (Singa-
pore), 128

Alexandra Arch bridge 
 (Singapore), 145

All Souls’ Day (Qing Ming; 
Singapore), 35

I N D E X
See also Accommodations and Restaurant indexes, below.

Alsagoff Arab School 
 (Singapore), 136

American Express
Malaysia, 296, 297
Singapore, 290, 292

Ampang & Sri Petaling Line 
(Malaysia), 219

Amrita (Singapore), 84
Antiques

Malaysia, 239, 280
Singapore, 170–171

Antiques of the Orient 
 (Singapore), 170

Antiquity Hands of the Hills 
(Singapore), 170

Arab Street (Singapore), 
shopping, 169, 172

Area codes
Malaysia, 296
Singapore, 290

Armenian Church (Singa-
pore), 115

Artfolio (Singapore), 172
Art galleries, Singapore, 172
ARTrium@MICA (Singapore), 

121, 172
The Arts House (Singapore), 

183
Arts programs, Singapore, 

183
ASEAN sculpture garden 

(Singapore), 120
Asian bird flu (Avian influ-

enza), 45–46
Asian Civilisations Museum 

(Singapore), 115
Asian Overland Services 

(Malaysia), 204, 205, 256, 
281, 282

Asia Transpacific Journeys, 49
Aspara (Singapore), 170
The Astana (Kuching), 280
ATMs (automated-teller 

machines), 43, 201
Avian influenza, 202
Awana Golf and Country 

Club (Malaysia), 230

Baba Nyonya Heritage 
Museum (Melaka), 237

The Bajau (Sabah), 284
Bako National Park (Malay-

sia), 282
Balai Getam Guri (Kota 

Bharu), 272
Banana leaf restaurants, 29
Bangsar (Kuala Lumpur), 

13, 229
Bangunan Sultan Ibrahim 

(State Secretariat Building; 
Johor Bahru), 233

Bank Kerapu (War Museum), 
272

Bars and clubs, Singapore, 
178

Basharahil Bros. (Singapore), 
172

Basharahil Brothers 
 (Singapore), 169

Batik, 12
Malaysia, 239

Kota Bharu, 273
Kuala Terengganu, 

269, 270
Langkawi, 257
Penang, 250

Singapore, 169, 171, 
172, 174

Battle Box (Singapore), 120
Batu Caves (near Kuala 

 Lumpur), 229
Batu Muang Fishing Village 

(Penang), 250
BayBeats (Singapore), 175
Beaches

best, 9
Malaysia

Langkawi, 251, 256
Sabah, 283
Terengganu Marine 

Park, 271
Tioman Island, 262

Singapore, 154, 157–158
Beaujolais (Singapore), 182
Beijing cuisine, 27–28
Berjaya Air (Malaysia), 

199, 240, 260, 271



301The Bidayuh, 275
Biking, 157, 158, 244
Birds n’ Buddies show 

 (Singapore), 144
Boat Quay (Singapore), 

93, 126
Boat travel and tours

Malaysia
Langkawi, 256
Tioman Island, 260

Singapore, 155–156
Books, recommended

Malaysia, 190–191
Singapore, 25

Borneo (Malaysia), 274–289
Borneo Adventure (Malay-

sia), 204–205, 282, 283
Borneo Divers (Malaysia), 287
Brewerkz (Singapore), 180
British Airways, 38
British East India, 21–22
British high tea, Singapore, 

112
Brix (Singapore), 178–179
Brooke, James, 276
Buddhism, 15–16
Bug bites, 45
Bukit Timah Nature Reserve 

(Singapore), 49, 140–141
Business hours

Malaysia, 296
Singapore, 290

Bus tours
Kuala Lumpur, 225
Singapore, 155

Bus travel
Malaysia, 198, 199
Singapore, 39, 41

Butterfly Farm, Penang 
(Malaysia), 250

Butterfly Park, Kuala Lumpur 
(Malaysia), 226

Butterworth (Malaysia), 242
Butterworth Railway Station 

(Penang), 243

Café del Mar Singapore, 179
Cafes, Singapore, 113
Cameron Highlands 

 (Malaysia), 231
The Cannery (Singapore), 181
Cantonese cuisine, 27
Cantonese opera, Singapore, 

184
Carpets, Singapore, 173
Car rentals

Malaysia, 198, 200
Singapore, 42

Car travel, Malaysia, 
198, 199–200

Cathay Photo (Singapore), 
171

Cathedral of the Good Shep-
herd (Singapore), 118

Celcom (Malaysia), 207
Cellphones

Malaysia, 206–207
Singapore, 51

The Cenotaph (Singapore), 
127

Censorship in Singapore, 19
Central Catchment Nature 

Reserve (Singapore), 147
Central Market

Kuala Lumpur, 225, 228
Kuala Terengganu, 269

Centrepoint (Singapore), 166
Changi Golf Club (Singapore), 

158
Changi International Airport 

(Singapore), 38
Changi Museum (Singapore), 

149–150
Changi Village (Singapore), 59
Chek Jawa marine 

reserve, 157
Chendering (Malaysia), 270
Cheong Fatt Tze Mansion 

(Penang), 248
Cheongsam, 171
Cherating (Malaysia), 262–265
CHIJMES (Convent of the 

Holy Infant Jesus; 
 Singapore), 93, 118

Chikunguniya, 45
Chills Café (Singapore), 292
Chinatown

Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia), 
216, 228

Kuala Terengganu 
 (Malaysia), 269

Singapore, 54
accommodations, 

65, 77–81
attractions, 128–133
restaurants, 102–104
shopping, 168–169

Chinatown Complex 
 (Singapore), 168

Chinatown Heritage Centre 
(Singapore), 128–129

Chinatown Point (Singapore), 
168

Chinatown Street Market 
(Singapore), 168

Chinese, in Singapore,  
15–16, 22

Chinese cuisine, 26–28
Chinese Garden (Singapore), 

141

Chinese History Museum 
(Kuching), 280

Chinese New Year, Malaysia, 
196

Chinese tea, Singapore, 112
Chinese Theatre Circle 

 (Singapore), 184
Chini, Lake (Malaysia), 265
Chip Bee Gardens (Singa-

pore), 93
Chopsticks, 26, 27
Christ Church (Melaka), 238
Christmas Day (Singapore), 37
Christmas Light-Up (Singa-

pore), 37
CityCab (Singapore), 39, 40
City Hall (Municipal Building; 

Singapore), 118–119
Cityline (Kuala Lumpur), 219
City Link Mall (Singapore), 

167
Clarke Quay (Singapore), 

93, 126
Climate

Malaysia, 196
Singapore, 33

Clubs, Singapore, 181–182
Club Street (Singapore), 

 restaurants, 93
Coach tours, Singapore, 155
Comfort

Kuala Lumpur, 219
Singapore, 40

Cosmo’s World Theme Park 
(Kuala Lumpur), 225

The Crazy Elephant (Singa-
pore), 179

Credit cards
Malaysia, 202, 297
Singapore, 43, 292

C. S. Travel & Tours 
 (Malaysia), 231

Cuisine
Malaysia, 191–193
Singapore, 26–30, 50

Cuisine Studio (Kuala 
 Lumpur), 205

Cultural Museum (Muzium 
Budaya; Melaka), 237

Currency and currency 
exchange

Malaysia, 200–201
Singapore, 42

Custom Made Wooden Yachts 
International Shipyard 
(Kuala Terengganu), 270

Customs regulations
Malaysia, 195
Singapore, 32–33
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Datai Bay (Malaysia), 251
Dbl O (Singapore), 181
Deepavali (Singapore), 37
DEET mosquito repellent, 261
Dempsey Road (Singapore), 

170
Dengue fever, 45, 202
Dentists and doctors, 

 Malaysia, 296
Diarrhea, 45
Disabilities, travelers with, 

46, 203
Dive Asia (Tioman Island), 262
Dragon Boat Races, Singa-

pore World Invitational, 35
Dragonfly (Singapore), 182
Dragon Trail Nature Walk 

(Singapore), 154
Drinking laws, 290, 296
Drug laws

Malaysia, 296
Singapore’s, 32–33

Drugstores, Singapore, 290
DRx Medispa (Singapore), 50
The Dubliner Singapore, 179
DUCKTour (Singapore), 155
durian, 30

East Coast Park (Singapore), 
150–151, 159

biking, 158
Eastern & Orient Express 

(E&O), 197
East Malaysia, 274–289
Economy

of Malaysia, 186
of Singapore, 19–20

Ecotourism. See Sustainable 
tourism

Electricity
Malaysia, 296
Singapore, 290

Electronics, Singapore, 171
Embassies and consulates

Malaysia, 296–297
Singapore, 290–291

Emerald Hill (Singapore), 139
Emergencies

Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 291

Entry requirements
Malaysia, 195
Singapore, 32

Escape Theme Park (Singa-
pore), 152

Esplanade Park (Singapore), 
127

Esplanade-Theatres on the 
Bay (Singapore), 183

Ethical tourism. See Sustain-
able tourism

Etiquette and customs
Malaysia, 186

eating, 192
female travelers, 204

Singapore, 16, 26
attire at restaurants, 93
at Hindu temples, 134
at mosques, 139
nightlife dress code, 

178
European cemetery (Singa-

pore), 120
Eu Yan Sang (Singapore), 169
Eye on Malaysia (Melaka), 237
EZ-Link fare cards (Singa-

pore), 40, 41

Fabrics, Singapore, 171–172
Families with children

Malaysia, 213–214
Singapore, 47–48

Far East Plaza (Singapore), 
166

Farquhar’s Bar (Penang), 251
Feng shui, 16, 17
Festival of the Hungry 

Ghosts (Singapore), 36
Festival of the Nine-Emperor 

God (Singapore), 37
Festivals and special events, 

Singapore, 34–37
Festivals of Singapore, 154
Films

Malaysia, 191
Singapore, 25–26

Firefly, 199
Food Alley (Smith Street; 

 Singapore), 112
Foodies and Friends, 205
Fort Canning Park (Singa-

pore), 119–120
Fort Cornwallis (Penang), 248
Fort Margherita (Kuching), 

280
Fort Siloso (Singapore), 154
Frommers.com, 47
Fruits, in Singapore, 30
Funan Digitalife Mall (Singa-

pore), 171
Fusion cuisine, 27

Gajah Gallery (Singapore), 
172

Gays and lesbians
Malaysia, 203
Singapore, 46–47, 182

Gedong Kuning (Singapore), 
137

General Post Office (Kuala 
Lumpur), 220

Genting Highlands (Malay-
sia), 230

Genting Highlands Resort 
(Malaysia), 231

Genting Highlands Transport 
(Malaysia), 230

Geylang (Singapore), 59
Gim Joo Trading (Singapore), 

169
G-Max Reverse Bungy 

 (Singapore), 127
Goddess of Mercy Temple 

(Penang), 248–249
Golden Triangle (Kuala 

 Lumpur), 216
Golf

Malaysia, 228, 230, 231
Singapore, 158–159

Good Friday (Singapore), 35
Government of Singapore, 

18–19
Governor of Melaka’s Gallery, 

238
The Great Singapore Sale, 35
Gua Charah caves (Malaysia), 

265
Guardian Pharmacy 

 (Singapore), 290
Gunung Gading National 

Park (Malaysia), 282
Gunung Mulu National Park 

(Malaysia), 282–283
Gunung Tahan (Malaysia), 229
Gurney Drive Foodstalls 

(Penang), 248
Gurney Plaza (Penang), 250

Hadjee Textiles (Singapore), 
169

Hajjah Fatimah Mosque 
 (Singapore), 136

Hakaren Art Gallery (Singa-
pore), 172

Handicrafts
Kuala Lumpur, 228
Malaysia

Kota Bharu, 272, 273
Kuala Lumpur, 225
Kuala Terengganu, 270
Kuching, 280
Langkawi, 257
Melaka, 239
Penang, 250

Singapore, 169, 173–174
Hard Rock Cafe (Kuala Lum-

pur), 229
Hari Raya Haji (Singapore), 37



303Hari Raya Puasa
Malaysia, 196
Singapore, 36

Harry’s Bar (Singapore), 180
Harry’s @ Dempsey Hill 

 (Singapore), 180
Harry’s @ Esplanade (Singa-

pore), 180–181
Harry’s @ Orchard (Singa-

pore), 181
Hassan’s Carpets (Singapore), 

173
Hawker centers (food stalls)

Malaysia
Kuala Terengganu, 269
Kuantan, 265
Kuching, 279
Langkawi, 256
Penang, 248

Singapore, 92, 111–112
Haw Par Villa (Tiger Balm 

Gardens; Singapore), 141
Health Canada, 291
Health concerns

Malaysia, 202–203
Singapore, 44–46

Health insurance, Singapore, 
291

The Heeren (Singapore), 166
Helicopter tours, Malaysia, 

289
Henderson Waves bridge 

(Singapore), 145–146
High tea, Singapore, 112
Hill Street Building (Singa-

pore), 120–121
Hilton Shopping Gallery 

 (Singapore), 166
HiPPO Tour (Singapore), 155
Historic District (Singapore), 

54
accommodations, 65, 70–77
restaurants, 98–102
sights and attractions, 

114–128
History

of Malaysia, 185–189
of Singapore, 20–25

Hokkien cuisine, 28
Holidays

Malaysia, 196
Singapore, 34

Holland Village (Singapore), 
59

restaurants, 93
Home Club (Singapore), 179
Hong Kong Bar (Penang), 251
Hospitals, Singapore, 46, 291
Howl at the Moon (Singa-

pore), 179
Hua Lamphong Railway 

 Station (Bangkok), 197

Ibans, The, 274–275
Ibrahim Hussein Museum 

and Cultural Foundation 
(Langkawi), 257

Images of Singapore, 154
Imperial Cheng Ho (boat), 156
Indian cuisine, 29
Indians, in Singapore, 17–18, 

22–23
Insomnia (Singapore), 181
Insurance, Singapore, 291
InsureMyTrip.com., 291
Internet access

Malaysia, 207, 297
Singapore, 51–52, 292

ION Orchard (Singapore), 164
Ireland, passports, 293
Iskandar Shah, 233
Islam, Malaysia, 185–186
Islamic Arts Museum (Kuala 

Lumpur), 226
Islamic Museum (Muzium 

Islam; Kota Bharu), 272
I-S Magazine, 175
The Istana and Sri Temasek 

(Singapore), 138–139
Istana Batu (Kota Bharu), 272
Istana Jahar (Kota Bharu), 272
Istana Kampong Glam (Malay 

Heritage Centre; Singa-
pore), 136–137

Istana Kampong Glam 
 (Singapore), 137

Istana Maziah (Kuala Tereng-
ganu), 270

Itineraries, suggested
Malaysia, 211–214
Singapore, 60–64

Jacob Ballas Children’s Gar-
den (Singapore), 144–145

Jalan Besar (Kuantan), 265
Jalan PCB (Kota Bharu), 273
Jalan Tokong (Melaka), 238
Jamae Mosque (Singapore), 

129–130
Jamal Kazura Aromatics 

 (Singapore), 169
Jamek Mosque (Masjid 

Jamek; Kuala Lumpur), 226
Japanese cuisine, 29–30
Japanese Garden (Singa-

pore), 141
Jazz bars, Singapore, 180–181
Jazz@Southbridge (Singa-

pore), 181
Jewelry, Singapore, 172
Jewish travelers, Malaysia, 

204

Johara Ekspres (Tioman 
Island), 260

John Little (Singapore), 166
Johor Bahru, 232–233
Johor Tourist Information 

Centre (JOTIC), 232
Jonker Walk (Melaka), 239
Joss sticks and paper, 36, 

121, 133, 169
Jurong BirdPark (Singapore), 

141, 144
Justmen’s (Singapore), 173

Kadazandusun, The 
(Sabah), 283–284

Kampong Glam (Singapore), 
58, 136–138

Kampongs, Singapore, 60
Kapitan Kling Mosque 

 (Penang), 249
Katong (Singapore), 58–59
The Katong Antique House 

(Singapore), 151
Kelana Jaya Line (Kuala 

 Lumpur), 219
Kelantan (Malaysia), 272
Kelantan Tourist Information 

Centre (Kota Bharu), 272
Keretapi Tanah Melayu Ber-

had (KTM), 39, 197, 199
Khoo Kongsi (Penang), 249
Kinabalu, Mt. (Borneo), 

 288–289
Kings of the Skies show 

 (Singapore), 144
Kin Lee & Co. (Singapore), 169
Kite Museum (Melaka), 238
KL Craft Complex (Kuala 

Lumpur), 228
KL Hop-on Hop-off City Tours 

(Kuala Lumpur), 225
KLIA Ekspres (Kuala Lumpur), 

218
KL Monorail (Kuala Lumpur), 

219
KL Sentral (Kuala Lumpur), 

216
KOMTAR (Penang), 250
Kong Meng San Phor Kark 

See Temple (Singapore), 
146

Kota Belud (Malaysia), 284
Kota Bharu (Malaysia), 

 272–273
Kota Kinabalu (Sabah), 

 284–287
Kota Kinabalu International 

Airport, 284
Kranji War Memorial 

 (Singapore), 146
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Kuah (Malaysia), 251
Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia), 

215–232
accommodations, 220–223
getting around, 218–219
golf, 228
nightlife, 228–229
restaurants, 223–225
shopping, 228
side trips from, 229–232
traveling to, 216–218
visitor information, 216

Kuala Lumpur Bird Park, 226
Kuala Lumpur Butterfly Park, 

226
Kuala Lumpur Golf & Country 

Club, 228
Kuala Lumpur International 

Airport (Kuala Lumpur), 
218

Kuala Lumpur Lake Gardens 
(Taman Tasik Perdana), 226

Kuala Lumpur Orchid 
 Garden, 22

Kuala Lumpur Outstation 
Taxi Service Station, 199

Kuala Lumpur Railway Sta-
tion, 226

Kuala Terengganu (Malaysia), 
266–271

Kuantan (Malaysia), 262–265
Kuan Yin Thong Hood Cho 

Temple (Singapore), 121
Kuching (Borneo), 276–281
Kuching International 

 Airport, 278
Kuna’s (Singapore), 170
Kurnia Bistari Express Bus 

(Malaysia), 232
Kusu Island (Singapore), 

156–157
pilgrimage to, 37

Kwan Hua Art Gallery 
 (Singapore), 172

Kwong Chen Beverage Trad-
ing (Singapore), 168–169

Lake Gardens (Kuala 
 Lumpur), 216

Langkawi (Malaysia), 251–257
Langkawi Craft and Cultural 

Complex, 257
Langkawi Fair, 257
Langkawi Ferry (Malaysia), 

252
Langkawi Parade, 257
Languages

Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 292

Larry Jewelry (Singapore), 172

Lau Pa Sat (Singapore), 112
Lau Pa Sat Festival Pavilion 

(Singapore), 130
Layang Layang Island Resort 

(Malaysia), 287–288
Lee Kuan Yew, 24–25, 118
Legal aid

Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 292

Lian Shan Shuang Lin Temple 
(Singapore), 146–147

Lim Bo Seng, Maj. Gen., 127
Lim’s (Singapore), 173
Little India

Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia), 
216

Singapore, 58
restaurants, 104–105
shopping, 169–170
sights and attractions, 

133–135
Little India Arcade (Singa-

pore), 170
Living Legacy: Singapore’s 

Architectural Heritage 
Renewed (Powell), 140

The Long Bar (Singapore), 
179–180

Long Beach food court 
 (Penang), 248

Longhouse communities, 
Sarawak (Malaysia), 281

Lost and found
Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 292

Lucky Plaza (Singapore), 166
Lunar New Year (Chinese 

New Year), Singapore, 34

Ma Cho Po, 16, 128, 132, 133
MacRitchie Nature Trail 

 (Singapore), 147
Mail

Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 292

Main Bazaar (Kuching), 280
Maitreya Buddha, 131
Makansutra (Seetoh), 111
Malaria, 202
Malay cuisine, 28–29
Malay Heritage Centre 

(Istana Kampong Glam; 
Singapore), 136–137

Malays, in Singapore, 16–17
Malaysia Airlines, 197–199
Malaysia Healthcare, 205
Malaysia My Second Home, 

204
Malaysian Association for the 

Blind, 203

Malaysian cuisine, 192–193
Malaysian music, 190
Malaysia Tourist Centre 

(MTC), Kuala Lumpur, 226
Malls and shopping centers, 

Singapore, 164–168
Mandai Orchid Gardens (Sin-

gapore), 147
Maps, Singapore, 293
Marina Barrage (Singapore), 

48
Marina Bay (Singapore), 

58, 65, 167
Marina Bay Golf Course 

 (Singapore), 158–159
Marina Square (Singapore), 

167
Marine Turtle Conservation 

Park and Hatchery (Malay-
sia), 289

Maritime Museum (Melaka), 
237–238

Markets, best, 12
Maruti Textiles (Singapore), 

169
Masjid Jamek (Jamek Mosque; 

Kuala Lumpur), 226
Masjid Negara (National 

Mosque; Kuala Lumpur), 
227

Masjid Tengku Tengah 
Zahara (near Kuala Tereng-
ganu), 270

Mass Rapid Transit (MRT; 
 Singapore), 39–42

MasterCard, 202, 292, 297
Maulidin Nabi (Singapore), 36
Maxwell Road Food Centre 

(Singapore), 112
Mayflower, 205
MEDEX Assistance, 291
Medical insurance, 

 Singapore, 291
Medical requirements 

for entry
Malaysia, 195
Singapore, 32

Medical spas, 50
Medical travel

Malaysia, 205
Singapore, 49–50

MediTravel, 205
The MedSpa (Singapore), 50
Melaka (Malacca; Malaysia), 

233–239
Melaka River Cruise, 238
Melaka Tourism Information 

Centre, 234
Melor’s Curios (Singapore), 

169
Menara Kuala Lumpur, 226



305Merdeka Square (Kuala 
 Lumpur), 216, 226–227

Merlion Park (Singapore), 127
MICA (Ministry of Informa-

tion, Communications and 
the Arts), 120

Mid-Autumn Festival 
( Singapore), 36

Millenia Walk (Singapore), 
167

Money and costs
Malaysia, 200–202
Singapore, 42–44

Monkey God, Birthday of the 
(Singapore), 36

Monsoon Cup (Kuala 
 Terengganu), 266

Monsoon season, Singapore, 
33–34

Monsopiad Cultural Village 
(Malaysia), 289

Mooncake and Lantern Festi-
vals (Singapore), 36

Mosaic Music Festival 
 (Singapore), 175

Mosquito repellent, 261
Motorcycle rentals, Malaysia

Langkawi, 252
Penang, 244

Mount Elizabeth Hospital 
(Singapore), 46, 291

Mount Faber Park (Singa-
pore), 145–146

Movida (Singapore), 182
MRT (Mass Rapid Transit; 

 Singapore), 39–42
MTC (Malaysia Tourist Centre; 

Kuala Lumpur), 216
Mumbai Sé (Singapore), 171
Municipal Building (City Hall; 

Singapore), 118–119
The Murut (Sabah), 284
Museum of Beauty (Melaka), 

238
Museum of Literature 

(Melaka), 238
Museums, most interest-

ing, 10
Museums of History & Eth-

nography (Melaka), 238
Mustafa Centre (Singapore), 

169–170, 172
Muzim Negara (National 

Museum; Kuala Lumpur), 
227

Muzium Budaya (Cultural 
Museum; Melaka), 237

Muzium Islam (Islamic 
Museum; Kota Bharu), 272

Muzium Negeri. See State 
Museum

Nagore Durgha Shrine 
 (Singapore), 130–131

National Art Gallery (Kuala 
Lumpur), 227

National Day (Singapore), 36
National Mosque (Masjid 

Negara; Kuala Lumpur), 
227

National Museum (Muzim 
Negara; Kuala Lumpur), 
227

National Museum of Singa-
pore, 121

National Orchid Garden 
 (Singapore), 144

National Planetarium (Kuala 
Lumpur), 227

Navarathiri Festival (Singa-
pore), 37

The Necessary Stage 
 (Singapore), 183

Neighborhoods, Singapore, 
53–60

Newspapers and magazines
Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 293

Newton Circus Hawker Cen-
ter (Singapore), 111

The New Towns (Singapore), 
59–60

New Year’s Day, Singapore, 34
The Next Page (Singapore), 

180
Ngee Ann City/Takashimaya 

Shopping Centre (Singa-
pore), 166

Night bazaar, Penang, 250
Nightlife

best, 12–13
Malaysia

Kuala Lumpur, 228–229
Penang, 251

Singapore, 175–184
Night Safari (Singapore), 

147–148
Noor Arfa (Kuala Tereng-

ganu), 270
North Borneo Railway 

(Malaysia), 289
North-South Highway 

(Malaysia), 199
Northwest Airlines, 38
No. 5 (Singapore), 180

Olathe (Singapore), 174
Old Parliament House (Singa-

pore), 121–122

Orchard Road area (Singa-
pore), 55

accommodations, 65
shopping, 160, 166
sights and attractions, 

138–140
Organized tours, Singapore, 

155–156
Outdoor adventures, most 

exciting, 9
Outstation taxis (Malaysia), 

199

Package tours
Malaysia, 205–206
Singapore, 49

The Padang (Singapore), 
115, 122

Pahang (Malaysia), 262
Palais Renaissance (Singa-

pore), 166
Palawan Beach (Singapore), 

154
Pangkor (Malaysia), 240
Pan Pacific, 218
Pantai Cenang (Malaysia), 

251, 252
Pantai Tengah (Malaysia), 

251, 252
Paragon (Singapore), 166
Parco Bugis Junction 

 (Singapore), 167
Pasar malam, Kuala Lumpur, 

228
Passports

Malaysia, 195
Singapore, 32, 293

Pekan (Malaysia), 265
Penang (Malaysia), 240–251
Penang Butterfly Farm, 250
Penang Hill, 250
Penang International 

 Airport, 242
Penang Museum and Art 

 Gallery, 249
The People’s Museum 

(Melaka), 238
Peranakan cuisine, 29
Peranakan Museum (Singa-

pore), 122–123
Peranakan Place (Singapore), 

139–140
Peranakans (Straits Chinese), 

17, 150
Performing arts, Singapore, 

182–184
Perhentian Islands (Malay-

sia), 271
Pesta Kaamatan (Sabah), 283
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Petaling Street (Kuala 
 Lumpur), 227

Petronas Twin Towers (Kuala 
Lumpur), 227

Pewter, Singapore, 173
Philatelic Museum, Singa-

pore, 125
Phuture (Singapore), 182
Police

Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 293

Poppy Fabric (Singapore), 172
Porchard Road area (Singa-

pore), restaurants, 105–109
Porta de Santiago (A Famosa; 

Melaka), 239
Portuguese Settlement 

(Melaka), 239
food stalls, 237

Portuguese Square (Melaka), 
239

Post offices. See also Mail
Kuala Lumpur, 220
Kuala Terengganu, 266
Singapore, 292

Pottery, Singapore, 173
Powell, Robert, 140
Premier Tax Free, 161
Pulau Ubin, 157

biking, 158
Punjab Bazaar (Singapore), 

170

Qantas, 38
Qing Ming (All Souls’ Day; 

Singapore), 35
Que Pasa (Singapore), 182

Raffles, Sir Stamford, sights 
associated with, 114, 115, 
119, 120, 122

Landing Site, 123
Statue of Raffles, 125

Raffles Bar & Billiards (Singa-
pore), 181

Raffles City Shopping Centre 
(Singapore), 167, 168

Raffles Culinary Academy 
(Singapore), 50

Raffles Hotel (Singapore), 123
Raffles Hotel Shopping 

Arcade (Singapore), 
168, 172

Rafflesia, 191
Rainforest World Music 

 Festival (Kuching), 276
Rebel (Singapore), 181
Renaissance Art Gallery 

 (Singapore), 170

Responsible tourism, 204
Restaurants. See also Hawker 

centers; Restaurants Index
best, 11–12
Malaysia

Kota Kinabalu, 287
Kuala Lumpur, 223–225
Kuala Terengganu, 269
Kuantan, 265
Kuching, 279–280
Langkawi, 256
Melaka, 236–237
Penang, 247–248
taxes and service 

charges, 192
Singapore, 92–113

cafes, 112–113
Chinatown, 102–104
by cuisine, 97–98
hawker centers, 

 111–112
Historic District, 

98–102
Little India, 104–105
Porchard Road area, 

105–109
RISIS (Singapore), 172
River House (Singapore), 126
Robinson’s (Singapore), 166
Roopalee Fashions (Singa-

pore), 170
Royal Abu Bakar Museum 

(Johor Bahru), 232–233
Royal Malaysian Navy 

Museum (Melaka), 237–238
Royal Selangor (Singapore), 

173
Rumah Bebe (Singapore), 

151, 171

Sabah (Malaysia), 283–289
Sabah Tourism Board (Kota 

Kinabalu), 284
Sacred Buddha Tooth Temple 

(Singapore), 131
Safety concerns

Malaysia, 203
Singapore, 46, 178

Sago Lane (Singapore), 169
Sailing, 159, 257
St. Andrew’s Cathedral 

 (Singapore), 123–124
St. Francis Xavier’s Church 

(Melaka), 239
St. George’s Church 

 (Penang), 249
St. James Power Station 

 (Singapore), 181–182
St. John’s Fort (Melaka), 239
St. John’s Island, 156–157

St. Paul’s Church (Melaka), 
239

Sakya Muni Buddha Gaya 
(Temple of a Thousand 
Lights; Singapore), 134–135

Sandakan (Malaysia), 289
Sarawak (Malaysia), 274–283
Sarawak Cultural Village 

(Kuching), 280
Sarawak Islamic Museum 

(Kuching), 280
Sarawak Museum (Kuching), 

280–281
Sarong kebaya, 171
SARS (Severe Acute Respira-

tory Syndrome), 45
Sasanaransi Buddhist Temple 

(Singapore), 148
Scuba diving

Malaysia, 262, 287
Singapore, 159

Sea canoeing, Singapore, 159
Seasons

Malaysia, 195–196
Singapore, 33

Seawalking, Borneo 
 (Malaysia), 288

Seetoh, K. F., 111
Seiyu (Singapore), 173
Semenggoh Orang Utan 

Sanctuary (Malaysia), 282
Senior travel, 47, 203–204
Sentosa 4D Magix (Singa-

pore), 154
Sentosa Golf Club (Singa-

pore), 159
Sentosa Island (Singapore), 

65, 90–91, 152–155, 158
Sentosa Luge & Skyride 

 (Singapore), 154
Sepilok Orang Utan Rehabili-

tation Center (Malaysia), 
289

Shang Antique (Singapore), 
170

Shanghainese cuisine, 28
Shanghai Tang (Singapore), 

171
Shaw House (Singapore), 167
Shenton Way (Downtown; 

Singapore), 58
Shenton Way (Singapore), 

accommodations, 65
Shoes, Singapore, 173
Shopping

best bargains, 12
Malaysia

Kuala Lumpur, 228
Langkawi, 257
Melaka, 239
Penang, 250



307Singapore, 160–174
bargaining, 161
clothing sizes, 161, 164
Global Refund scheme, 

161
hours, 160
multicultural shop-

ping, 168–170
prices and sales, 

 160–161
western-style malls, 

164–168
SIA Hop-on bus (Singapore), 

41
Sichuan cuisine, 28
Silk, Singapore, 171–172
Silk Air (Singapore), 251
Siloso Beach (Singapore), 154
Sim Lim Square (Singapore), 

171
Singapore Airlines, 38
Singaporean people, 15–18
Singapore Art Museum, 124
Singapore Arts Festival, 

35, 175
Singapore Botanic Gardens, 

144–145
Singapore Bus Service 

(SBS), 42
Singapore Chinese Orches-

tra, 183
Singapore City Gallery, 131
Singapore Discovery Centre, 

145
Singapore dollar, 42
Singapore Explorer, 156
Singapore Flyer, 124–125
The Singapore Food Festival, 

35–36
Singapore General Hospital, 

46, 291
Singapore Handicraft Center, 

168
Singapore Hotel Association, 

70
Singapore International Film 

Festival, 35, 175
Singapore-Johor Express, 

232
Singapore Johor Taxi Opera-

tors Association, 198
Singapore Lyric Opera, 183
Singapore Philatelic 

Museum, 125
Singapore Railway Station, 

39, 197
Singapore Repertory Theatre 

(Singapore), 183
Singapore River, 126
Singapore River Cruises, 

155–156

Singapore Science Centre, 145
Singapore Sun Festival, 175
Singapore Symphony 

Orchestra, 183
Singapore Tourism Board 

(STB), 20, 31, 175
Singapore Tourist Pass, 40
Singapore Walks, 155
Singapore World Invitational 

Dragon Boat Races, 35
Singapore Zoo, 49, 148–149
Siong Moh Paper Products 

(Singapore), 169
Sipadan (Malaysia), 287
Sistic (Singapore), 

175, 178, 183
Smoking, Singapore, 293–294
Snorkeling, Malaysia, 

256, 262, 271, 288
Songs of the Sea (Singapore), 

154
Soobin Gallery (Singapore), 

172
Southern Ridges (Singapore), 

145–146
Spa Botanica (Singapore), 84
Spas, Singapore, 84
Sports and recreation, 

 157–159
Square Tower (Kuching), 281
Sri Mahamariaman Temple 

(Kuala Lumpur), 227
Sri Mariamman Hindu Tem-

ple (Singapore), 131–132
Sri Mariamman Temple 

 (Penang), 249
Sri Perumal Temple 

 (Singapore), 135
Sri Temasek (Singapore), 

138–139
Sri Thandayuthapani Temple 

(Singapore), 127–128
Sri Veerama Kaliamman Tem-

ple (Singapore), 135
Stadthuys (Melaka), 237, 238
State Mosque (Kuantan), 265
State Museum (Muzium 

 Negeri)
Kota Bharu, 272–273
Kuala Terengganu, 270
Pekan, 265

State Secretariat Building 
(Bangunan Sultan Ibrahim; 
Johor Bahru), 233

Straits Chinese (Peranakans), 
17, 150

The Straits Times, 175
Stylemart (Singapore), 171
Suajana Golf & Country Club 

(Subang Selangor), 228
Substation (Singapore), 183

Sultan Abdul Samad Building 
(Kuala Lumpur), 228

Sultan Ahmad Shah Airport 
(Kuantan), 263

Sultan Ismail Airport/Senai 
International Airport 
(Johor Bahru), 232

Sultan Mosque (Singapore), 
137

Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve 
(Singapore), 49, 149

Sunlight (Kuala Lumpur), 219
Sunsail (Langkawi), 257
Suntec City Mall (Singapore), 

167
Sun Yat-sen Nanyang Memo-

rial Hall (Singapore), 149
Supreme Court (Singapore), 

125–126
Surrender Chambers (Singa-

pore), 154
Sustainable tourism, 48–49, 

204–205
Suteramas (Kuala Tereng-

ganu), 270

Takashimaya Shopping 
Centre (Singapore), 166

Taman Negara (Malaysia), 
262, 265

Taman Negara National Park 
(Malaysia), 229–230

Taman Tasik Perdana (Kuala 
Lumpur Lake Gardens), 226

Tanglin Mall (Singapore), 167
Tanglin Shopping Centre 

(Singapore), 167, 170, 172
Tangs (Singapore), 166, 167
Tanjong Beach (Singapore), 

154
Tanjong Pagar (Singapore), 

54, 65
Tanjung Rhu (Malaysia), 251
Tan Kim Seng, 127
Taoism, 16
Taxes

Malaysia, 297–298
Singapore, 294

Taxis
Malaysia, 198, 199
Singapore, 40–41

Tea Chapter (Singapore), 168
Tekek (Malaysia), 259–260
Tekka Centre (Singapore), 

170
Telang Usan Travel & Tours, 

281
Telephones

Malaysia, 206
Singapore, 50–51, 294
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Telestial, 206
Temperatures, Singapore, 34
Tennis, Singapore, 159
Ten Thousand Buddhas Pavil-

ion (Singapore), 131
Teochew cuisine, 28
Terengganu. See Kuala 

Terengganu
Terengganu Craft Cultural 

Centre (Kuala Terengganu), 
270–271

Terengganu Marine Park 
(Malaysia), 271

Thailand, traveling to Malay-
sia from, 197

Thaipusam Festival (Singa-
pore), 34

Theater, Singapore, 183
Thian Hock Keng Temple 

(Singapore), 132
Thimithi Festival (Singa-

pore), 37
Thow Kwang Industry Pte. 

Ltd. (Singapore), 173
313@Somerset (Singapore), 

164
TIBS (Trans-Island Bus Ser-

vice; Singapore), 40, 42
TigerSky Tower (Singapore), 

154
Time Out (Kuala Lumpur), 216
Time zones, 294, 298
Tioman Island (Malaysia), 

258–262
Tiong Bahru (Singapore), 59
Tipping

Malaysia, 298
restaurants, 93
Singapore, 294

Toilets
Malaysia, 298
Singapore, 294

Top Spot Food Court (Kuch-
ing), 279

Touchdown Holidays Malay-
sia, 289

Tour East (Singapore), 155
Tourism

Malaysia, 187
in Singapore, 20

Tourism Malaysia, 194–195
Tourist information

Malaysia, 194
Singapore, 31

Train travel
Malaysia, 197, 199
Singapore, 39

Transasional Ekspres (Tio-
man Island), 260

Trans-Island Bus Service 
(TIBS; Singapore), 40, 42

TransitLink Guide, 40
TransitLink Hot Line (Singa-

pore), 41
Transnasional buses

Kuala Terengganu, 266
Kuantan, 263

Transportation
Malaysia, 198–200
Singapore, 39–42

Travel Assistance Interna-
tional, 291

Traveler’s checks
Malaysia, 202
Singapore, 44

Travelex Insurance Services, 
292

Travel Guard International, 
292

Travel insurance, 291
Travel Insured International, 

292
TravelSafe, 292
Trip cancellation insurance, 

291–292
Trolleys, Singapore, 41
Tropical illnesses, 44–45, 202
Tua Pek Kong Temple (Kuch-

ing), 281
Tudor Court (Singapore), 170
Tunku Abdul Rahman Marine 

Park (Malaysia), 288
TYK Adventure (Borneo), 

288, 289

Ubin, 157
Underwater World (Singa-

pore), 154–155
United Airlines, 38
United Kingdom

customs regulations, 33
embassy

Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 290–291

passports, 293
United Malays National 

Organisation (UMNO), 186
United States

customs regulations, 33
embassy

Malaysia, 297
Singapore, 290

passports, 293

Velvet Underground 
 (Singapore), 182

Vesak Day (Singapore), 35
Victoria Theatre and Concert 

Hall (Singapore), 126, 183

Viral infections, 45
Visa credit cards, 202

lost or stolen cards, 292
Malaysia, lost or stolen 

cards, 297
Visas

Malaysia, 195
Singapore, 32

Vision KL Magazine, 216
Visitor information

Malaysia, 194
Singapore, 31

VivoCity (Singapore), 164
Voice-over Internet protocol 

(VoIP), 51
Volunteer and working trips, 

Malaysia, 206

Wak Hai Cheng Bio Temple 
(Yueh Hai Ching Temple; 
Singapore), 132–133

Walking tours, Singapore, 155
War Museum (Bank Kerapu), 

272
Water, drinking

Malaysia, 202
Singapore, 294

Water-skiing and wake-
boarding, Singapore, 159

Watersports, Borneo (Malay-
sia), 287

Water taxis, Tioman Island, 
260

Watertours (Singapore), 156
Weather, Singapore, 33
West Coast Park (Singapore), 

145
Western Union, 297
Where Singapore, 175
Wi-Fi access

Malaysia, 207
Singapore, 51

Wild Asia, 204
Wilderness Expeditions 

(Malaysia), 204
Wildlife. See also Zoos and 

animal attractions
Malaysia, 190
Singapore

Sungei Buloh Wetland 
Reserve, 149

Underwater World, 
154–155

Wild Wild Wet (Singapore), 
152

Windsurfing, 159, 264
Wine bars, Singapore, 182
Wines, ordering with dinner, 

in Singapore, 93



309Wisma Atria (Singapore), 167
Women travelers, Malaysia, 

204
World of Hawks show 

 (Singapore), 144
World War II

Malaysia and, 188–189
Singapore and, 23–24

Changi Museum, 
 149–150

Kranji War Memorial, 
146

Worldwide Assistance 
 Services, 291

The World Wide Fund for 
Nature, 206

Xtreme Swing (Singapore), 
127

Yello Jello Retrobar (Singa-
pore), 181

Youth Museums and Art 
 Gallery (Melaka), 238

Yueh Hai Ching Temple 
 (Singapore), 132

Yue Hwa (Singapore), 
168, 171, 172

Zirca (Singapore), 181
Zouk (Kuala Lumpur), 229
Zouk (Singapore), 182

ACCOMMODATIONS
Albert Court Hotel (Singa-

pore), 75
Allson Hotel Singapore 

Value, 76
Amara Singapore, 77–78
The Andaman (Langkawi), 

254
The Aryani Resort (Kuala 

Terengganu), 268
Bamboo Hill (Tioman Island), 

261
Berjaya Duxton Hotel Singa-

pore, 80
Berjaya Redang Beach 

Resort, 271
Berjaya Tioman Beach Golf & 

Spa Resort (Tioman Island), 
261

Carlton Hotel Singapore, 73
Cheong Fatt Tze Mansion 

(Penang), 245

The City Bayview Hotel, 
 Penang, 245

Club Med (Cherating), 264
Concorde (Singapore), 84
Concorde Hotel Kuala 

 Lumpur, 222
Eastern & Oriental Hotel 

(E&O; Penang), 245
The Elizabeth Singapore, 

86–87
The Fairmont (Singapore), 70
Four Seasons Langkawi, 254
Frangipani Langkawi Resort 

and Spa, 204
Frangipani Langkawi Resort & 

Spa, 254–255
The Fullerton Hotel Singa-

pore, 70–71
Genting Hotel (Malaysia), 230
Golden Sands Resort by 

Shangri-La (Penang), 246
Goodwood Park Hotel 

 (Singapore), 84–85
Grand Hyatt Singapore, 85
The Grand Millennium Kuala 

Lumpur, 220
Grand Park City Hall (Singa-

pore), 73
Heeren House (Melaka), 235
Heritage Bay Club Marina 

and Resort (Kuala Tereng-
ganu), 268

Hilton International Singa-
pore, 87

Hilton Kuala Lumpur, 221
Hilton Kuching, 278
Holiday Inn Kuching, 278–279
Holiday Inn Resort Penang, 

246
Hotel Bencoolen (Singa-

pore), 76
Hotel Capitol (Kuala Lum-

pur), 223
Hotel Grand Central, Singa-

pore, 88–89
Hotel InterContinental Singa-

pore, 73–74
Hotel 1929 (Singapore), 81
Hotel Puri (Melaka), 236
Hyatt Regency (Johor Bahru), 

232
Hyatt Regency Kinabalu 

(Kota Kinabalu), 286
Hyatt Regency Kuantan, 

263–264
The Inn at Temple Street 

 (Singapore), 80
JapaMala (Tioman Island), 

261–262

The Jesselton Hotel (Kota 
Kinabalu), 286

Lloyd’s Inn (Singapore), 89
The Majestic Malacca 

(Melaka), 236
Mandarin Oriental Kuala 

Lumpur, 220–221
The Mandarin Oriental Sin-

gapore, 72
Marina Mandarin Singapore, 

74
Meliá Kuala Lumpur, 222–223
Merdeka Palace Hotel & 

Suites (Kuching), 279
Meritus Mandarin Singapore, 

85–86
The Metropolitan YMCA 

 Singapore, 89
M Hotel Singapore, 78
Mutiara Taman Negara 

Resort (Malaysia), 230
New Majestic Hotel (Singa-

pore), 78
Novotel Clarke Quay Singa-

pore, 74
Orchard Hotel Singapore, 87
Orchard Parade Hotel (Singa-

pore), 87–88
Pangkor Laut Resort (Malay-

sia), 240
The Pan Pacific Hotel Singa-

pore, 74–75
Parkroyal on Beach Road 

(Singapore), 76
Pelangi Beach Resort (Lang-

kawi), 255
Perhentian Island Resort, 271
Primula Parkroyal Beach 

Resort Kuala Terengganu, 
268

Raffles Hotel (Singapore), 72
The Regent Singapore, 86
RELC International Hotel 

(Singapore), 89
Renaissance (Kota Bharu), 

272
Renaissance Kuala Lumpur 

Hotel, 221
Renaissance Melaka Hotel 

(Melaka), 236
The Ritz-Carlton, Millenia 

Singapore, 72–73
St. Regis Hotel (Singapore), 82
The Scarlet (Singapore), 80
The Sentosa Resort & Spa 

(Singapore), 90
Shangri-La’s Rasa Sayang 

Resort & Spa (Penang), 
246–247

Shangri-La’s Rasa Sentosa 
Resort (Singapore), 91
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310 Shangri-La’s Tanjung Aru 
Resort & Spa (Kota Kina-
balu), 286–287

Sheraton Towers Singa-
pore, 82

Singapore Marriott Hotel, 86
Smokehouse Hotel (Cameron 

Highlands), 231
Strand Hotel (Singapore), 77
Swiss-Garden Hotel (Kuala 

Lumpur), 223
Swiss Garden Resort & Spa 

(Cherating), 264–265
Swiss-Inn (Kuala Lumpur), 223
Swissôtel Merchant Court 

(Singapore), 78–79
Swissôtel The Stamford 

 (Singapore), 75
Tanjong Jara Resort (Kuala 

Terengganu), 268–269
Tanjung Rhu Resort (Lang-

kawi), 255
Telang Usan Hotel (Kuching), 

279
Traders Hotel Singapore, 88
Traders Kuala Lumpur, 222
The Westin Kuala Lumpur, 

222
The Westin Langkawi Resort 

& Spa, 255–256
YMCA International House 

(Singapore), 90
York Hotel Singapore, 88

RESTAURANTS
Ah Hoi’s Kitchen (Singapore), 

108
Al Nafourah (Kuala Lumpur), 

224
@tmosphere (Kota Kinabalu), 

287
BLU (Singapore), 105
Blue Ginger (Singapore), 

102–104
Chatterbox (Singapore), 106
Chen Fu Ji Fried Rice (Singa-

pore), 104

Chen Fu Ji Noodle House 
(Singapore), 104

Chynna (Kuala Lumpur), 224
Coca Steamboat (Singapore), 

108
Coliseum Cafe (Kuala Lum-

pur), 224
Da Paolo il Giardino (Singa-

pore), 102
Da Paolo il Ristorante (Singa-

pore), 102
Da Paolo la Terrazza (Singa-

pore), 102
Doc Cheng’s (Singapore), 100
Dulit Coffee House (Kuching), 

279–280
The 1885 (Penang), 247
Equinox (Singapore), 100, 112
Feast Village (Kuala Lumpur), 

224
Geographer Restaurant and 

Bar (Melaka), 237
Halia (Singapore), 109
Harbour Grill & Oyster Bar 

(Singapore), 105–106
Imperial Herbal (Singapore), 

109–110
Inagiku (Singapore), 98
IndoChine Waterfront (Singa-

pore), 101
Kim Choo Kueh Chang 

 (Singapore), 150
Komala Vilas (Singapore), 

104–105
Le Bouchon (Kuala Lumpur), 

224–225
Lei Garden (Singapore), 100
Li Bai (Singapore), 106
Long Beach Seafood Restau-

rant (Singapore), 110
Magic Wok (Singapore), 

 101–102
Mama Fatso’s (Melaka), 236
Ma Maison (Singapore), 104
Mama’s Nyonya Restaurant 

(Penang), 247
May Garden Restaurant 

 (Penang), 247

Mezza9 (Singapore), 106
Morton’s of Chicago (Singa-

pore), 98
Muthu’s Curry Restaurant 

(Singapore), 105
Nam Restaurant (Langkawi), 

256
Ocean Green (Penang), 

 247–248
Ocean Restoran (Kuala 

Terengganu), 269
Original Sin (Singapore), 110
Our Village (Singapore), 102
Patara Fine Thai (Singapore), 

108
The Peranakan Inn (Singa-

pore), 151
Pierside Kitchen & Bar 

 (Singapore), 101
Port View Seafood Restau-

rant (Kota Kinabalu), 287
Raffles Bar & Billiard Room 

(Singapore), 112
Raffles Grill (Singapore), 

99–100
Rendezvous (Singapore), 102
Restoran Bibik Neo (Melaka), 

236
The Rice Table (Singapore), 

108
Samy’s Curry Restaurant 

 (Singapore), 111
Sao Nam (Kuala Lumpur), 225
Shimbashi Soba (Singapore), 

109
Sky Dining (Singapore), 152
The Tea Chapter (Singapore), 

112
Tiff (Singapore), 100–101
Top Hat Restaurant (Kuala 

Lumpur), 225
UDMC Seafood Centre 

 (Singapore), 110–111
The Vanilla Pod (Singapore), 

147
Yixing Xuan (Singapore), 112
Yum Cha (Singapore), 104



110˚ F

100˚ F

50˚ F

60˚ F

70˚ F

80˚ F

90˚ F

40˚ F

32˚ F

20˚ F

10˚ F

0˚ F

-10˚ F

-20˚ F

To convert F to C: 
subtract 32 and multiply

by 5/9 (.555)
To convert C to F: 

multiply by 1.8
and add 32

40˚ C

30˚ C

20˚ C

10˚ C

-18˚ C

0˚ C

-10˚ C

-30˚ C

32˚ F = 0˚ C

To convert.........................
U.S. gallons to liters........................
Liters to U.S. gallons.......................
U.S. gallons to imperial gallons......
Imperial gallons to U.S. gallons....
Imperial gallons to liters...............
Liters to imperial gallons................

multiply by
3.8
.26
.83

1.20
4.55

.22

1 liter = .26 U.S. gallon
1 U.S. gallon = 3.8 liters

To convert..........................   
Ounces to grams.........................
Grams to ounces............................     
Pounds to kilograms.......................
Kilograms to pounds.....................

multiply by
28.35

.035
.45

2.20

1 gram = .04 ounce
1 kilogram = 2.2 pounds

   

1 ounce = 28 grams
1 pound = .4555 kilogram

To convert.........................  
Inches to centimeters....................
Centimeters to inches......................
Feet to meters..................................
Meters to feet................................
Yards to meters................................
Meters to yards..............................
Miles to kilometers........................
Kilometers to miles.........................

multiply by
2.54
  .39
  .30
3.28
  .91
1.09
1.61

.62
  1 mile = 1.6 km

1 km = .62 mile
 1 ft = .30 m
1 m = 3.3 ft
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■  Explore the best of Singapore & Malaysia, from street vendors to 
beaches and temples to national parks, using our author’s expert advice. 

■ Outspoken opinions on what’s worth your time and what’s not.

■ Exact prices, so you can plan the perfect trip whatever your budget.
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