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Travel Correspondent

Flies buzz around my face,  there 
are gaping holes in the comforter, 
and are those bedbugs making my 
legs  itch?  Lying  awake  at  1am,  I  
resign myself to a night of very little 
sleep. 

I  am  spending  a  night  at  the  
Golden Dragon Hotel, in the heart 
of Singapore’s red-light district. 

With an average rating of 1.5 out 
of five stars on travel ratings site 
TripAdvisor,  it  is  possibly one of  
Singapore’s worst-ranked hotels. 

Budget accommodation is plenti-
ful in Geylang, but at $45 a night on 
weekdays and $50 a night on week-
ends,  the  Golden  Dragon  Hotel  
offers one of Singapore’s cheapest 
private rooms.

My assignment is to find out just 
what  $50  gets  you  in  Singapore,  
where hotel rooms cost an average 
of $218.60 a night last year, accord-
ing to statistics from the Singapore 
Tourism  Board  published  last  
month. 

I  ask  for  a  non-smoking  room  
when I check in on a Friday after-
noon  at  3pm.  The  receptionist  
hands  me  two  keys  and  lets  me  
view the rooms, both of which reek 
of stale cigarette smoke. 

What I really want to know, how-
ever, is where they found the body. 
Last  year,  an  Indonesian  woman  
was found dead in one of the rooms 
and a man was later charged with 
her murder. 

The receptionist is coy when I ask 
–  “I  don’t  have  to  tell  you,”  she  
deflects  in  Mandarin,  then  help-
fully adds that it was in neither of 
the rooms she is offering. 

My room, located at the end of 
the corridor, seems decent at first 
glance. The bed is neatly made. The 
TV,  air-conditioning  and  all-
important Wi-Fi are working. 

The decor is functional, if dated. 
Perhaps  the  dismal  reviews  are  
exaggerated.

But  cracks  show  up  as  I  look  
closer. The paper-thin bed sheet is 
pockmarked  with  cigarette-butt  
burn-holes. The bedside lamps are 
caked  with  dust.  The  walls  are  
streaked  with  runny  stains.  In  a  
hotel where the day rate starts at 
$20 for two hours, I try not to think 
about  where  those  stains  came  
from. 

Exploring  the  neighbourhood  
provides some distraction. Foodie 
haunts  such  as  Eminent  Frog  
Porridge  and  Penang  Seafood  
Restaurant  are  just  a  couple  of  
streets away. 

I  tuck  into  a  punchy  bowl  of  
assam  laksa  at  Penang  Seafood  
Restaurant,  snack  on  chive  
dumplings from dim sum shop Ho 
Kee Pau, sample quinoa puffs at an 
organic food store and pop into a 
Japanese heat therapy outlet where 
customers  lie  on  heated  ceramic  
tiles to improve their blood circula-
tion.

After dark, I pass a man selling 
illegal cigarettes out of a duffel bag 
on the street  and painted prosti-
tutes waiting outside brothels. My 
room  window,  which  overlooks  
Lorong 18, offers a similar view.

I  have  been  to  Geylang  many  
times,  but  have  rarely  seen  its  
nocturnal activities up close. I find 
that I am actually enjoying myself – 
until  the  time  comes  to  actually  
sleep. 

I can live with lumpy pillows and 
saggy  mattresses.  I  have  even  
brought  earplugs  to  muffle  the  
rumble of traffic that goes on till  
about 3am.

But it is the moth flies that keep 
me wide awake – small, furry pests I 

keep swatting away. Finally, I give 
up trying to sleep and watch Netflix 
on my phone instead. 

Close to daybreak, as koel birds 
sound their  dawn chorus,  fatigue 
takes over and I drift into a restless 
slumber.  It  lasts  just  two  hours,  
until  the sound of running water  
and  flushing  toilets  next  door  
wakes  me.  I  am  exhausted  but  
relieved at having lasted the night.

Upon  checking  out,  I  spy  two  
tourists taking photos of each other 
on  an  adjacent  street.  They  look  
fresh and excited, ready for a day of 
sightseeing. 

They remind me of my younger 
self who stayed at budget proper-
ties across China, Europe and the 

United States in order to stretch my 
backpacking  dollar.  The  small  
towns  and  neighbourhoods,  if  
rough, were always exciting. 

Geylang is Singapore’s version of 
that, a side of the country that does 
not make it into tourism brochures, 
but is  part  of our identity all  the 
same.

It is the rare Singaporean who has 
not had supper along these streets 
or  taken  a  spin  along  the  even-
numbered lorongs to check out the 
action. 

The Golden Dragon Hotel offers a 
front-row view. Just take along bug 
spray.
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Most  of  Mr  Toh  Thiam  Wei’s  
monthly income depends on how 
much guests enjoy his pay-as-you-
wish walking tours. 

Despite the financial uncertainty, 
the 37-year-old now makes a steady 
income  that,  on  good  months,  
exceeds  his  last-drawn  salary  of  
more than $5,000.

But when he started leading tours 
in 2014, it was a new foray for the 
former naval officer. His first tour 
was a behemoth seven-hour route 
that covered Chinatown, Kampong 
Glam,  Little  India  and  the  civic  
district,  and left  him  and  his  six  
guests exhausted. 

So he whittled it down to five, and 
finally, three hours that the tours 
take today. 

Mr  Toh,  who  founded  walking  
tour company Indie Singapore, also 
separated  the  four  districts  into  
different tours. The tours run once 
a  day  on  weekdays,  except  on  
Wednesdays, when there are two 
tours. 

It proved to be a smart move. Cus-
tomers have ranked the company 
No. 1 out of 247 tours in Singapore 

on TripAdvisor. These include paid 
cycling and food tours, as well as 
free walking tours by other compa-
nies. 

Mr Toh, who travelled from 2011 
to 2014 with his wife,  36,  a free-
lance  video  editor,  says  he  was  
inspired by the free walking tours 
they took while travelling. The cou-
ple, who visited countries such as 
China, Argentina and Brazil, have 
no children. 

“We found that if we enjoyed the 
city a lot, it was because we had a 
good guide who shared local tips, 
personal stories and recommended 
places we wouldn’t have thought of 
visiting,” says Mr Toh. 

He does the same when curating 
content  for  tourists.  Chinatown  
walking tours hit up iconic attrac-
tions such as Sri Mariamman Tem-
ple  and  the  Buddha  Tooth  Relic  
Temple  and  Museum,  as  well  as  
lesser-known  stops  such  as  the  
Singapore City Gallery and Huggs-
Epigram  coffee  bookstore,  both  
located  at  the  Urban  Redevelop-
ment Authority Centre in Tanjong 
Pagar. 

“We want to be their friend in the 
city,”  says  Mr  Toh.  To do  so,  he  
keeps groups to a manageable size 
– guests  must  sign up online for  

tours, which are limited to about 25. 
After  some  drop  out,  the  groups  
usually average 10 to 15 people. 

Guests such as Ms Kamila Mali-
nowska,  33,  feel  that  the  small  
group size makes it easier to hear 
Mr  Toh  and  ask  him  questions  
between  stops.  The  doctor  from  
Poland, who was travelling around 
South-east Asia for three months, 
learnt about local customs in Singa-
pore, such as holding weddings and 
funerals at void decks.

But from a business standpoint, 
smaller  groups  are  not  the  most  
lucrative. 

During the rainy season, Mr Toh 

may get only two or three guests a 
tour. And while he recommends a 
$20 tip a person – about half the 
amount  that  many  sightseeing  
tours in Singapore charge – he has 
had guests give him just $2.

“If one person walks away after 
the tour without paying, others in 
the  group  may  take  his  cue,”  he  
says. Still, he says most guests are 
fair  and,  occasionally,  some  give  
large tips of up to $200. 

Others  gift  snacks  from  home,  
such  as  sweets  from  Russia,  jam  
from  Seychelles  and  pineapple  
tarts  from  Taiwan.  And  some  
guests share their experiences visit-

ing  Singapore  in  the  1950s  and  
1960s, stories that Mr Toh collects 
for future tours. 

The company also runs corporate 
and private tours, and hires about 
six freelance guides. 

Mr Toh says: “I want to rehabili-
tate  the  image  of  Singapore.  It  
should be more than a three-day 
stopover  where  people  not  visit  
only  shopping  malls  and  Marina  
Bay  Sands.  I  feel  most  satisfied  
when guests say they wish they had 
more time here.”

• For more information, go to 
www.indiesingapore.com

The room decor 
(above) is 
functional, 
if dated, the 
bedside lamps 
(far left) are 
dusty and the 
bed sheet is 
pockmarked with 
cigarette-butt 
burn-holes 
(left centre). 
Toilet paper, a 
kettle and cups 
are provided 
(left).

Mr Toh Thiam 
Wei founded 
walking tour 
company Indie 
Singapore, 
which 
customers 
have ranked 
No. 1 out of
247 tours in 
Singapore on 
TripAdvisor.
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Marina  Bay  Sands  may  form  the  
centrepiece of the modern Singa-
pore  skyline.  Capella  Hotel  may  
have made international headlines 
hosting the inaugural Trump-Kim 
summit. And Raffles Hotel, which 
reopens in August after a two-year 
restoration,  is  a  beloved national  
monument. 

But it is Fullerton Bay Hotel that 
travellers  consider  the  best  in  
Singapore,  according  to  current  
TripAdvisor ratings. With 4.5 out of 

five stars, it is ranked No. 1 out of 
333 hotels here.

With just 100 rooms, it feels like a 
boutique hotel, but with all the trap-
pings of  a  luxury stay  –  a  pillow 
menu, a television mounted above 
the bathtub and smartphones on  
loan in every room. 

Bay  view  rooms  overlook  the  
nightly  light  show  in  front  of  
Marina Bay Sands.  Jacuzzi  rooms  
are  popular  with  honeymooners.  
And the rooftop bar Lantern offers 
expansive views of Marina Bay.

The hotel’s official rates start at 
$800 for a night’s stay, though if 
you plan ahead, it is possible to snag 

a room for about $750 on booking 
sites Agoda and Booking.com. 

Luxury does not come cheap. But 
some  1,800  satisfied  guests  con-
sidered it “worth the money”. 

Their  reviews  lauded  the  little  
touches, such as how staff hand out 
frozen  fruit  popsicles  to  guests  
lounging by the pool on warm after-
noons. 

The  breakfast  spread,  which  
features braised wagyu cheek and 
cod fish porridge with century egg, 
is also a hit.

There also appears to be no order 
too tall for concierge staff, who ably 
orchestrate  proposals,  birthday  

parties and anniversary surprises. 
Guest  services  and  concierge  

manager  Ali  Alsagoff,  46,  has  
helped  guests  repair  luxury  
watches and handbags, snag last-
minute  reservations  at  Michelin-
starred  restaurants,  and  even  
hunted down the phone number of 
a former United Airlines cabin crew 
for a guest who wanted to recon-
nect with a friend he had lost touch 
with. 

“If you ask us for something, it is 
challenge accepted,” he says, with a 
bow.
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Keep calm and
use bug spray

Guide who wants to be 
your friend in the city

Golden Dragon Hotel (above) in Geylang, where reporter Clara Lock spent a night, has good views of the surrounding red-light neighbourhood. ST PHOTOS: KUA CHEE SIONG

A night in the worst-ranked hotel in Singapore? 

Fullerton Bay 
Hotel boasts 
suites (top) that 
overlook Marina 
Bay Sands and 
premier bay view 
rooms with 
jacuzzi (above). 
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No. 1 walking tour company on TripAdvisor 

Rooms at Golden Dragon Hotel 
cost about $50 a night, reek of 
stale cigarette smoke and have 
stained walls and bed sheets with 
holes, but they give you front-row 
seats to the goings-on in the
Geylang red-light district 

No Passport Required

Check in to luxury, 
pampering and 
unblocked views 
of Marina Bay
when you stay at 
Fullerton Bay Hotel

Rated No. 1 hotel in Singapore on TripAdvisor 

Views that 
calm you down 
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http://str.sg/worsthotel

Is this Singapore’s 
worst hotel?

No Passport Required


