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Adventures In
Penang

English writer W. Somerset Maugham highly praised Penang, stating that "you haven't
seen the world until you've been to Penang." We can only imagine the adventures he had
experienced here in Penang to make him feel this way. For the majority of Chinese tourists,
visiting Penang, with its prominent characteristics of Chinese culture and historically rich
streets, road signs, and scripts and expressions, is like running into a time machine and
travelling back to the olden days.

Content Provided Courtesy of: Sina Travel, Penang Tourism Office
Images Provided Courtesy of: QUANJING, WTCF, Penang Tourism Ofﬁ':- F
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Penang is the second largest city in Ma—
laysia. After Captain Francis Light, an
English trader-adventurer (governor of
the British East India Company), land—
ed on Penang Island in 1786, he began
to devote himself to the construction
and development of Penang. Penang
gradually transformed from a scarcely
inhabited island into a region bustling
with activity due to people from various
regions coming to settle there. Among
these new settlers, Chinese people who
had immigrated to Southeast Asia took
up the largest proportion. Penang was
later possessed by Kedah and the fourth
presidency of British India consecutively,
sharing the same administrative system
as Madras and Bombay (present day
Mumbai). Different historical periods and
the constant influx of expatriates greatly
enriched the culture of Penang. Not only
does the city boast a fair amount of Brit—
ish Colonial traces, but it also contains a
multitude of refined buildings that were left

behind by the decedents of Malaysians,
Indians, and Overseas Chinese. Penang
is a city where different cultures mix to—
gether and Islamic and Buddhist religion
co—exist. Everywhere you glance at is
covered in beautiful architecture including

00 City

highlights such as the lustrous golden
Dhammikarama Burmese Temple, the
all-blue Cheong FattTze Mansion, the
bronze domed Lebuh Aceh Mosque, and
the pure white St. Anne's Church. These
wonderful pieces combined with the
scenery of this coastal city's ever contin—
uous golden beach against the dark blue
ocean and sky make for a dazzling view.
Walking through the streets of Penang
you are not likely to experience the fierce
and tense flow of a metropolis, rather,
the atmosphere is more gentle and easy
going with occasional nice surprise.

A Multitude of Buildings Will
Catch Your Eye

Like many other South—eastern Asian
cities, Penang is a city of immigrants.
These immigrants came from far and
wide to settle in Penang, bringing with
them their entire family and even their
own religious beliefs. As a result, Penang
boasts a great variety of churches

WORLD TOURISM CITIES 069



City 00O

and temples that enrich one's travel
experience, creating a different scroll of
city landscape.

Located in Air Itam, Penang, the KekLok
Si Temple (the Temple of Supreme Bliss)
is the largest Buddhist temple complex in
Southeast Asia. Commissioned in 1890,
the KekLok Si Temple took 40 years to be
completed and was endlessly expanded,
and it's still undergoing reconstruction to—
day. Combining architectural styles from
China, Thailand, and Burma, the KekLok
Si Temple is one of the most important
Buddhist temples in Southeast Asia.

Located inside the temple is the "Libera—

tion Pond" archway on top of which are
many inscriptions and poems. The rear
court contains the 30—meter high, sev—
en-storey Ban Po Thar (the Ten Thou—
sand Buddhas Pagoda). The exterior of
the pagoda is pure white while the apex
is of Burma design with the middle tiers
of the pagoda sporting Thai design. The
pagoda further exhibits a unique fusion
of architectural styles with its Chinese
octagonal base. The external structure
of the pagoda mirrors that of the Leifeng
Pagodaas depicted in the Legend of the
White Snake (also known as Madame
White Snake). Each level inside the pa—
goda displays statues of the Buddha
carved from alabaster as well as statues
of the Buddha covered in gold leaf, all
in various sitting, standing, and laying
positions. The statues themselves are a
sight to be reckoned with, measuring up
to the statues of the Four Heavenly Kings
and the Maitreya Bodhisattva. Every
New Year, the temple hosts the KekLok
Si Temple Display of Lights, lighting up
thousands of lanterns that illuminate the
whole temple.

Located at the enclave of Burmah Lane,
the Dhammikarama Burmese Temple
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is Malaysia's only Burmese—Buddhist
monastery. The temple was also known
as "Nandy Moloh Burmese Temple"
amongst Burmese—Buddhists. Accord—
ing to an inscribed tablet located inside
the temple, the construction began on
August 1, 1803; however, scholars claim
that, according to textual research, it was
only registered as a Buddhist temple in
May of 1828. The architectural design of
the temple is 100% Burmese; the temple
and pagoda are an integral whole with
the upper half of the building consisting of
a four sided conical tower and the lower
half a square shape similar to the style

of the Indian Mahabodhi Vihar (literally
the "Great Awakening Temple"). A tower
is situated on both sides of the temple
for perfect symmetry. Each level of the
pagoda is decorated in waves along the
border, gorgeous and in many varieties.
The roof projects upwards into an abrupt
pointed cone, a style that is distinctly
unique. The Burmese people have al—
ways held traditional holiday celebrations
at the complex, amongst these the most
important and festive are Songkran (Thai
New Year) and Vassa.

Fort Cornwallis is located above the
headland of George Town, Penang,
and is said to be the first official
residence of Captain Francis Light. The
fort was initially built using nibong (Malay
for palm trunk). During 1805—1810 the
fort was used as a place for convict
labourers who rebuilt the fort using
brick and stone. Now the fort remains
in sections of ruins with only a few old
cannons facing the sea. Amongst

these lone cannons the most famous is
the Sri Rambai cannon, manufactured
in 17th century Holland. The Sri
Rambai cannon originally belonged
to the Sultan of Johor who was under
Dutch protection, and was then seized
by pirates only to be seized again by
the British and returned to Penang. The
local people believe that the cannon
has the ability to grant children, as a
result you can occasionally see local
women offering fresh flowers to the

Sri Rambai cannon by placing them
on its barrel or in its surroundings. The
fort contains a small memorial hall
dedicated to displaying the blueprints
of the fort and materials pertaining to
Captain Francis Light.

Penang is rich in blue flowers known
as "bungatelang"”. After the flowers are
processed via boiling, they become
a liquid dye which is often left to dry—
out. The dried form of the dye can then
be used to produce paint after going
through the process of fermentation.

This paint is then applied to walls.
During the 1920s, residents of the Gat
Lbhregion used the bungatelang to
paint the walls of the buildings, creating
a sea of sapphire. However, the only
surviving complex today is the Cheong
FattTze Mansion, also known as the
Blue Mansion. Constructed in 1897,
the Blue Mansion spans an area of
53,000 square feet with a building
surface area of 34,000 square feet.
The Blue Mansion has a total of 38

rooms, 5 granite—paved courtyards,
7 staircases, and 220 windows and
is the largest existing Qing—dynasty
Chinese-style landscape architecture
in Southeast Asia. After the passing
away of Cheong FattTze, the complex
fell into negligence causing serious
damage over a period of time. In 1989
the mansion was purchased by a group
of Penang historical preservationists
who began to carry out a complete
renovation of the complex in 1991. In
1995, the brand new "Blue Mansion"
was officially opened to the public. In
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addition to allowing spectators, the new
Blue Mansion also offers guestroom/
traveller lodging and hosting services
for wedding ceremonies, entertainment
campaigns, and meetings.

Let the Streets Warm Your Heart

In 2012, multidisciplinary Lithuanian artist
Ernest Zacharevic created six street
art murals during the Georgetown Arts
and Culture Festival. The murals are
collectively known as "Mirrors George

Town". Zacharevic photographed the
daily lives of Penang residents and used
these photographs as source materials
for his murals. Combining fresco and
real life props, Zacharevic created the
most life-like artistic depictions of the
Penang people and their daily lives. With
their striking resemblance to everyday
life, the murals attract a large number
of tourists who wait in line for hours just
to take pictures with them, challenging
the stereotypical "travel photo" and
freely striking a variety of amusing and
hilarious poses. Some of the murals
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have degenerated over time, reflecting
the nostalgic charm of the ancient city.

Amongst the murals the most well-
known is the "Little Children on a Bicycle"
mural. The mural is the profile picture of
Penang Tourism Office's official WeChat.
The mural depicts two siblings sitting
on a large bicycle (wheel diameter of 28
inches, generally with a girder in front of
the saddle for carrying people) with their
feet dangling above the ground, gleefully
fooling around. The mural has prompted
many people to recall their own child—
hood.

Another representative work of Zacha—
revic is the "Boy on a Bike" mural, a 3D
mural featuring a youth on a motorbike.
An unknown individual decided to place
graffiti, specifically a dinosaur, behind the
youth on the motorbike. After seeing the
addition of the graffiti to his mural, Zach—
arevic then painted a small child with a
leash attached to the dinosaur, making it
look as if the child was pulling the dinosaur

away.

Grasp the Happiness of Antiquity
A few of the murals in the older districts
of Penang have already started to fade,
leaving behind indistinct figures. If you
want the opportunity to view these artistic
works then you'd better get there as soon
as possible. Although there is a constant
stream of new murals being created in
Penang, they largely come from multiple
street artists resulting in inconsistency of
styles.

In addition to the 2012 "Mirrors George
Town" mural series, Penang is also
home to the "Marking George Town"
series of iron caricatures. The sculptures
are made of iron and are cartoons that
depict historical happenings or the daily
lives of Penang residents. There are a
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total of 52 iron caricatures in the "Marking
George Town" project headed and man—
aged by SculptureAt Work, a local art
group in Penang. Wandering the streets
of Penang and coming across the many
vivid caricatures at street bends adds a
touch of warmth and delight to a travel—
ler's experience, making them feel much
more blessed.

The Penang murals and iron caricatures
are distributed all throughout George—
town's main points of interest. If you find
yourself with a lot of time on your hands
then there is nothing better than taking
a stroll through the streets and looking
for these hidden gems. Somewhere out
there around a bend you'll come across
a work of art that will instantly be your fa—
vourite, a rather positive encounter to say
the least. As the murals and sculptures
are scattered throughout the streets it is
very hard for the time—pressed traveller
to "catch them all". If you find yourself in
such a situation then it is best to enlist the
help of a local to act as a guide or grab a
Marking George Town map from the air—
port. The map contains the images and
locations of more than 20 different murals
and all 52 iron caricatures. With this map,
you can take in some of Penang's scenic
spots, historical places of interest, and
murals all in one go, making for a fuffiling
and comprehensive journey.

Overwhelm Your Senses

A traveller once said, "If you haven't
been to famous Little India, then you
haven't been to Penang." Located in
north—eastern Georgetown, Penang's
"Little India" was initially inhabited by
Chinese immigrants and a locally famous
Chinatown. Later on the local Chinese
people who had settled the region moved
and Indian immigrants, businessmen,
and labourers slowly began to gather
in the region and establish Penang's

largest Indian ethnic community which
evolved into today's Little India. The
Sri Mahamariamman Temple, located
in Queen Street (Lebuh Queen),
Georgetown, is Little India's most famous
tourist attraction. Built in 1833, the Hindu
temple exhibits a fusion of distinct cultural
connotations and architectural style. In
the central district of Penangd's Little India
you are sure to sense the pure devotion
of the Indian people to their religious
beliefs.

Walking straight along Market Street
(LebuhPasar) of Sri Mahamariamman
Temple will take you to a short street
market. Although not very long, the
street market hosts Little India's famous
bazaar. The bazaar is lively day in
and day out. Attracting people from all
over the bazaar offers Indian specialty
handicrafts, clothing, and jewellery. The
key selling point for people is the dazzling
line—up of deserts, cakes, teas, fresh
flowers, and large and small packages
of Indian spices. In accordance with an
old Chinese saying, "the sparrow may be
small but all its vital organs are there"; in
other words, although small the market

has all the essentials that one needs. By
coming here and taking a stroll tourists
feel as if they've travelled all of India. In
passing, purchasing a few handicrafts
and souvenirs to bring back home and
gift to friends and family is by all means a
good choice.

Indian Cuisine is true love for those who
enjoy spices. Walking into Little India is
like walking into a gourmet paradise. A
trip to Little India is definitely well worth—
while with its roadside food stalls, veg—
etarian restaurants, and dessert shops
representing a collection of every ethnic
Indian flavor. Due to food safety issues,
many people who have been to India
dare not try local Indian roadside food
stalls. However, in Penang there is an
abundance of distinctly clean food and
many people follow the locals in fear—
lessly taking scoops of rice in their hands,
pairing it with Indian beans and vegetable
curry. This combination is enough for you
to personally experience the completely
unique immigrant culture of Penang.

Echoing in one's ears is the sound of In—
dian psychedelic music, flowing through

one's nose is the scent of hot Indian
spices, dancing before one's eyes is a
splash of colour; when the three senses
of hearing, smell, and sight are simulta—
neously activated the mind automatically
projects an Indian scene. This effect is
precisely the magic of Georgetown's Lit—
tle India and the magic of Penang.

Cleanse Your Lungs by the Seaside

BatuFerringhi is a famous scenic ocean
spot in Malaysia. Located along the
northern coast of Penang Island, it is
the prime beach destination for tourists
from all over the world. The BatuFerrin—
ghi seaside is famous for its mountain
and ocean scenery. The continuous
stretch of golden beaches and elegantly
secluded mountain range have served
the purpose of making the area a hap—
py mountain vila getaway since the late
1970s. In addition to hotel villas, many
folk dwellings near the beach are also
the love of many tourists. BatuFerring—
hi features a tall house by the name of
"Malay Kampung". The Malay Kampung
is a traditional house built by Malaysians
more than 100 years ago: the house is
tall and can maintain dry and cool tem—

peratures, the clean courtyard houses all
kinds of tropical plants, a basin of water
is placed in front of the entrance to the
house because one is required to wash
their feet before climbing up and entering,
and the interior is bright and clean with
a cozy and organized feel. The ocean
breeze of Malacca sweeping across the
sandy shore and a vast expanse of blue
skies right before your eyes is enough to
clear your mind in one sweep.

Penang is a "rich" city. It is rich not in terms
of the economy, but rather in the areas
of tourism, history, and multicultural—
ism. Penang is a city that encourages
immigration, a place where the British
constructed white churches and the city
hall, a place where the Minnan people
constructed their ancestral temple, and
a place where the religions of Hinduism,
Burmese Buddhism, and Islam have left
their impressions. Penang is a city that
dissipates its art and literature, a modern
metropolis that exudes the luster of an—
tiquity. Penang is a city that can satisfy
all five of your senses and your curios—
ity. Once you've been to Penang, then
you've seen the world.
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