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A tale of two flats in Tiong Bahru

A pair of similar homes in the heritage district couldn’t look more different after a complete makeover. BY TAY SUAN CHIANG

YANN Follain may not be Singapo-
rean, but after 14 years of working
here, he has become the unofficial
design specialist of Tiong Bahru
heritage flats.

The founder of WY-TO Singa-
pore has already designed six such
homes in the neighbourhood. He
has become so well-known for his
work on the neighbourhood’s Art-
Deco style properties thateven oth-
er designers go to him foradvice on
how to make the most of theunique
layout of these walk-up flats.

“The tricky bitabout these apart-
ments is the long and narrow lay-
out, which is part of the architectu-
ral charm — and also a constraint,”
says the French designer. But he un-
derstands the design well, having
lived in Tiong Bahru himself 12
years ago, “before it became tren-
dy”.

Explaining the charm of thearea,
Follain says: “There is a strong
sense of community here, and you
feel you can always count on your
neighbours.”

His clients have been keen to in-
corporate nostalgic features into
their homes, such as old-school
mosaic tiles or window frames.
Someone new to the area might not
know where to source these items,
but Follain does. His experience liv-
ing there also means he has the
added advantage of knowing how
the interior spaces are best
planned. And when designers ask
for help in sourcing materials, he is
happy to share his knowledge.

For his two most recently com-
pleted Tiong Bahru projects, his cli-
ents, who are working profession-
als, sought him out because of his
reputation.

One couple had been living in
the estate for 12 years and loved it
so much they didn’t want to leave.
The other couple are new to the
neighbourhood, and had been
waiting for years to find their
dream unit there.

“Again, itis the sense of commu-
nity that attracted these clients
here, and they feel the connected-
ness to the neighbourhood,” says
Follain.

On paper, the two apartments

A rounded ceiling was created for that Art Deco feel, and the plaster was stripped to reveal the original brick.

couldn’t be more similar. Both are
116 sq m in size, have two bed-
rooms and the same layout. What’s
more, they are both on the same
street and on the third level.

Looks-wise, they couldn’t be
more different. One takes a casual
look, and the other, a slightly more
formal one. Even so, “both clients
wanted to retain the architectural
charm of their apartments”, says
Follain.

He nicknames one flat Wander-
lust, because of its tropical home
vibe, and the other, Blue Motifs,
named after the original blue and
white floor tiles.

Wanderlust: Bringing back the
nostalgic vibe

Follain says designing the Wander-
lust apartment was largely about
reinstating architectural features.

“The previous owner took most
ofitoutduring renovations, butmy
clients wanted to bring back the
flair of Tiong Bahru into their
home,” says Follain.

Above: The airwell is another architectural feature which is celebrated.
Right: For the Wanderlust home, the green-and-white tiles typical of such
flats were reinstated.

To meet their brief, Follain hunt-
ed down green and white mosaic
floor tiles that were similar to the
original ones, and installed them in
the balcony and kitchen. He also
recreated windows that were in-
spired by the original ones, and
added ventilation blocks.

“The clients insisted that they
didn’t want the home to have the
condo-like feel, but they wanted to
be able to hear and see their neigh-
bours, just like in the old days,”
says Follain.

Since he knew where to source
for the tiles and the moulds for the
ventilation blocks, reinstating the
architectural features was a
breeze.

The clients appreciate that they
can still entertain their friends in
the front of the apartment, with the
two bedrooms tucked in the back
for privacy and peace. The green
tiles also inspired the overall col-
our scheme for the home, and re-
flects the couple’s love for the out-
doors.

Blue Motifs: A 1930s apartment
redesigned for modern living

The owners of the Blue Motifs
apartment had been eyeing a home
in Tiong Bahru for years. They had
seen the first project Follain had
undertaken nearly 10 years ago,
and had been waiting since then for
a flat of a similar size and layout to
come on the market. One finally
did.

Top of the list for this couple was
that the flat had to be in its original
condition.

Here, the floor, windows and
ventilation blocks are all original,
and Follain retained them. The
doors, and even the door handles,
of the two bedrooms were also orig-
inal, but couldn’t be kept because
Follain designed the rooms to have
sliding doors for better ventilation.

“But rather than throw them out,
we went on a reverse treasure hunt
and found a group of heritage en-
thusiasts who were keen on some
pieces around the home,” says Fol-

Left: The Blue Motifs flat gets its nickname from the blue-and-white floor
tiles. Above: Long corridors are a feature of such flats. They become the
perfect space to hang art. PHOTOS: FRANK PINCKERS
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Above: The charm of the Blue Motifs fIat liesinits orlglnal

architectural features such as these windows.

Below: In the Wanderlust apartment, the front of the house is good for
entertaining, and separated from the bedrooms, which are tucked away

in the rear for privacy and peace.

lain. For example, another Tiong
Bahru resident has since replaced
his door with an original one that
Follain had gifted to him.

He says that it wasn’t possible
for him to use the original doors for
the Wanderlust apartment, as that
home was almost complete by the
time he took on the Blue Motifs pro-
ject.

In line with showing the original
architecture of the apartment, plas-
ter on the walls was stripped away
to reveal brick walls. Just like the
Wanderlust flat, the colour theme
for Blue Motifs were also inspired
by the floor tiles.

Follain took the extra step to cre-
ate a curved ceiling above the stair-
way leading to the apartment,
“since the apartment was built in
the Art Deco style, so I wanted to
recreate that too”, he says.

For now, the clients are using
this apartment as their weekend
home; they will move there when
their young son goes abroad for his
studies.

So, is he doing any more apart-
ments in Tiong Bahru? “We’ve had a
few more enquiries,” he discloses.
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“The tricky bit about
these apartments is
the long and narrow
layout, which is part
the architectural
charm — and also a
constraint.”

Yann Follain,
founder of WY-TO Singapore



