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RAPPED around a bend in Stirling Road,
between the Mujahidin Mosque and
Queenstown Sports Complex, stand three
unassuming but special blocks of lats

At 47 years, Blocks 49 Stirling Road
are the oldest blocks of Housmg and Development

oard (HDB) flats in Singapore.

By country which enjoys one of the highest
home ownership rates in the world, public housing is
a cornerstone of Singapore life and culture.

o urban snapshot of Singapore is really com-

plete without the inclusion of the ubiquitous HDB

¢ result of an internationally admired pub-

lic housing programme, whose designs have cven
been exported to places like China.

Which begs the question: Where did it all begin?

History purists would point out that the Singapore
Improvement Trust (SIT: 1927-1959) built Singa-
pore’s first housing blocks, as typified by those in
Tiong Bahru

These flats, however, arc as distinct from the
heartland housing that is a cornerstone of the Singa-
porean K:ycm as the British colonial agenda that pro-

at. It

Despite the dire need, public housing was not a top
pnonly for Singaporc’s colonial masters and the SIT.

ats were built more to demonstrate how ur
hanc : public housing can be rather than to solve Singa-
pore’s chronic housing shortage, which had been al-
lowed to reach crisis levels over 140 years of British
rule.

Aside from landmark blocks such as the now-de-
molished 1d-storcy Forfar House in Queenstown,
[ ind less standard de-
i lc at which it built flats,
mamt that it could no ingapore’s yawning de-
mand for housing, c:umaud at some 16,000 units a
year in 1958,

Despite its efforts, at the end of its tenure in 1959,
550,000 people, or more than a third of Singapore’s
population of 1.6
million, contin-
ued 1o live in the
slums in and
around the city
centre.

It took self-
government, wan

by the People’s
Action Party cam-
paigning on the
promise of pro-
viding jobs a u
roof for $ E
Teans in ]959 ln SN
change things. THE DIFFERENCE: Unlike the

The HDB was  other two blocks, Block 49
set up under the
le;mnmhlp of
n,
and wllhm a
month of its establishment on Feb 1, 1960, the first
pile for the first HDB blocks of flats had been driven
into the ground at Stirling Road.

Such was the fillip given to public housing that the
HDB took just over three years to outbuild the

stirling Road has shops instead
of flats on the ground floor.

housing crunch had finally been broken.

And Blocks 45, 48 and 49 Stirling Road marked

the beginning of this revolution in public housing,
which has become a quintessential Singapore icon.

Hugging a curving Stirling Road, these blocks

a ta 35 one walks down the

iginal ml brick and plaster fin-
ished appearance of the blocks remain.

Each of the three seven-storey blocks has 15 units
on every floor. Dl.apue its uniform facade, the blocks
were designed to house a mix of one-, two- an
three-room flats on each floor and they share two
pairs of communal chules located at either end of the
common access corri

Architecturally, the bulldmgs may not look like
much, but given their genesis and significance, this is
not to be expected and should not compromise their
worthiness for conservation as historic landmarks of
5mg1p0u s public housin;

Indeed, Queenstown, as Singapore’s first satellite
ousmg : elate, # itself worthy of study for conserva-
tion. I is filled with historic urban milestones which
include Singapore’s first flatted factory, branch li-
brary, sports complex in a housing estaté and the last
standing SIT-designed market. The list goes on.

> Calvin Low is trained in architecture and joumalism.
He expresses his own views in this column. Send your
comments to calvinclow@gmail.com

> More of Queenstown's historic significance, told by
resent and former residents, can be found o anow
ook, 10 Stories: Queenstown Through The Years by
Calvin Low. It is published bgema National Hen(a
Board in collaboration with Gentral Singapore CDC and
Queenstown CCC. It will be launched by Minister
Mentor Lee Kuan Yew on Nov 11
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HISTORY BLOCKS: At 47 years, (from left) Blocks 45, 49 and 48 Stirling Road are the oldest blocks of HDB flats in Singapore.



