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A.

PENANG

The island of Penang has urban amenities, beaches, a hill resort and
a botanical garden, all inside a circle with a five mile radius and all easily
reached by bus or taxi. It also has a reasonable amount of local colour,
drinkable tap water, and food that is both bountiful and hygienic. It does
not have huge crowds in the streets or massive traffic jams, and for
speakers of English, Malay, Indonesian, Mandarin, Hokkien or Cantonese
there are few language problems. In short, Penang has all that is required
for a restful holiday.
All too often, however, visitors think of Penang as no more than a
place to recover from the rigours of travel elsewhere, a place to take a
vacation from a holiday. They spend a day on the beach and a day
touring the Obligatory Sights, and go away missing much of what the
island has to offer. This book is designed to help visitors see more of
Penang and to help them understand what they are seeing.

B.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

If you have only a short time in Penang, where do you begin? First,
nothing in Penang is so essential that it must be seen at all costs, and the
best part of a visit to the island is just to wander about and see whatever
happens to come your way. There are, of course, better and worse places
to wander, and this book contains suggestions about some of the more
promising possibilities. In the sections dealing with food and shopping,
the following symbol [li-l has been used to mark places that are
particularly worth trying.
For visitors who have only two or three days and want to see as
much as possible, the following itineraries might prove helpful. For those
who are staying longer, the chapters on 'Things to Do in Penang' and on
'Shopping' offer further suggestions; each starts with a detailed list of
contents to make it easier to use.
PENANG, HOW TO USE THE BOOK
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Suggested Itinerary
First Day
Morning
Walking Tour of Georgetown
Afternoon Visit Penang Hill and Air Itam Village

p.88,89

Second Day
Morning
Penang Museum and Shopping
Afternoon The Tour by Trishaw

p. 109,1,21
p. 66

p. 53

Third Day
Morning

Round the Island Tour or the Botanical
Gardens
Afternoon The Beach

p. 72, 84
p. 95

For suggestions about where to sample Penang's fine cooking, see the
chapter dealing with food and drink.
First-time visitors to Asia are likely to find much that is new and
unfamiliar in Penang. Chapter Three (Malaysian Life) contains a wide
variety of information, ranging from religion to social conventions.
However, the best way to have things explained is to ask someone from
Penang, and one way for visitors to meet Penangites is to look up people
with whom they have a common interest.
The chapter on Things to Do also provides a list of some of Penang's
many clubs and societies. There are clubs for everything from stamp
collecting to kayaking to the raising of songbirds, and visitors who share
these interests will usually find a warm welcome. There are also
branches of international service clubs such as the Rotary Club, the Lions
Club, Apex, Toastmasters, and the Hash House Harriers, and members
of these organizations are welcome to attend meetings of the local
branches. The chapter on Things to Do also provides information on
activities such as hiking, picnics, jogging, sports, and horse racing as
well as visits to museums, markets and temples. For children there are
organized games at some of the beach hotels and play equipment at
several locations around the island, as explained at the end of the
chapter on Things to Do, and a ride up the Penang Hill Railway is fine
entertainment no matter what your age.
As for the Obligatory Sights, they are worthwhile if not really
'obligatory', and are as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The Khoo Kongsi (see p. 57)
Penang Hill (see p. 87)
The Botanical Gardens (see p. 84)
Fort Cornwallis (see p. 62, Stage Twelve)
The Penang State Museum (see p. 109)
The Pitt Street Kuan Yin Temple (see p. 59)
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7.
8.

The Kek Lok Si Temple in Air Itam (see p. 78)
The Snake Temple (see p. 74)

The three-day itinerary outlined above takes in all of these, and the only
place that needs to be added is the E & 0 Hotel, where the seaside terrace
deserves to be declared a national treasure.

C.

GENERAL HINTS

Getting to Penang (For further details, see Chapter 10.)
1.

2.

3.

4.

Air: Penang has an international airport with direct flights to Kuala
Lumpur, Singapore, Bangkok, Haadyai, Medan, and Madras, and
through service to Hong Kong and Jakarta via Kuala Lumpur.
Train: There is a daily train service from Singapore and Kuala Lumpur
to Penang, and also from Haadyai in southern Thailand. The
International Express runs between Bangkok and Penang three
times a week.
Bus: Penang is the major bus terminus in northern Malaysia with
regular services to various towns in Malaysia, to Singapore and to
southern Thailand. Several companies operate night buses between
Singapore and Penang.
Ferry Service: The ferry between Penang and Butterworth, on the
Malaysian mainland, operates 24 hours a day. From 7 AM until 10
PM there is one ferry every 7 minutes; from 2 AM until 6 AM the
frequency is one ferry every 30 minutes, while at other times the
interval is between 10 and 20 minutes.

Weather
Penang's average temperature is just under 85 degrees all year
round. There is no distinct dry season, but December through to April
and June through to August are the least rainy months (with around 3 6 inches per month). In May and again from September through to
November as much as 18 inches of rain per month might fall, but there
are many dry days during this period.

Public Holidays and the Traveller
Twice a year, for Hari Raya Puasa, the holiday at the end of the
Muslim fasting month (Ramadan), and at the time of Chinese New Year,
there are two day public holidays when vast numbers of people who live
and work in the cities return to their home towns. Ordinary life
throughout Malaysia comes to a standstill, and all forms of public
transport are extremely crowded just before and just after these holidays.
GENERAL HINTS
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If you need to travel during a holiday period, reservations should be
made well in advance. However, the holiday itself (and to a lesser degree
the dey after it) is rather like a period of calm in the eye of a tropical
storm, and last minute reservations can sometimes be arranged.

School Holidays
In April and in August the schools have brief holidays, while in
November to December is a long vacation for Malaysian school children.
Families often plan trips during these periods and as a result airlines and
hotels are sometimes heavily booked. Popular attractions such as
Penang Hill tend to be crowded during school holidays.

Orienting Yourself (Refer to maps on p. 65, 70, 71.)
Georgetown, Penang's principal urban area, is located on a point of
land at the northeast corner of the island. The international airport is at
Bayan Lepas, a town at the southeastern corner of the island, about 10
miles from Georgetown. Batu Ferringhi, the beach resort area, is on the
north coast of the island, also about 10 miles from Georgetown.
To get your bearings in Georgetown, note the locations of Penang
Road, Lebuh Chulia, Jalan Prangin, Lebuh Pitt and Lebuh Pantai [Beach
Street]. The terminal for the ferry between Georgetown and Butterworth,
the town on the Malaysian mainland opposite the island, is located near
one end of Lebuh Chulia.
There are six major roads linking Georgetown with other parts of
the island. These are Jalan Sultan Ahmad Shah [Northam Road], Jalan
Burma, Jalan Macalister, Jalan Datuk Kramat, and the road to the south
which is initially called Jalan Jelutong.

Food and Drink
Tap water in Penang is safe to drink, and food sold in restaurants
and at roadside stalls is both hygienic and very good (although with the
exception of crabs and prawns, shellfish are probably best avoided).
Occasionally visitors unaccustomed to spicy foods experience mild
stomach upsets, and should this condition persist for more than a day or
two it is best to consult a doctor.

Health
Malaria is not a problem in most of Penang but there are occasional
outbreaks of dengue fever (also known as breakback fever), a disease
that is particularly hard on children. Dengue fever is carried by Aedes
mosquitoes and mosquito repellent or citronella should be applied when
4
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in areas where mosquitoes are around. Spraying and other measures are
used by the Penang Municipal Council to keep mosquitoes under control
in town areas.

Medical Care
Good medical care is available in Malaysia. See chapter 10 for
information on this subject.

Toilets
Public toilets rarely have toilet paper and almost never have paper
towels. Malaysians generally carry small packets of tissue paper along
with them and visitors are well advised to do the same. The Malay word
for toilet is tandas; a men's toilet is tandas lelaki or tandas laki-Iaki while
a women's toilet is tandas perempuan. Generally there is also the figure
of a man or a woman on the door. (Malaysians are unlikely to understand
a request for the 'washroom' or the 'rest room' or the 'powder room',
while the bathroom is where one takes a bath; the English expression
'where is the 100' is usually understood, and one can simply ask for the
'mens' or the 'gents', or for the 'ladies', or for the 'tandas'.)

Theft and Cheating
Penang is a relatively safe place for visitors. The greatest problems
are with pickpockets and with snatch thieves who work in pairs on
motorcycles. When walking along the street or riding in a trishaw it is
inviting trouble to allow a shoulder bag to dangle loosely.
It is very rare for tourists to be short-changed intentionally. (If as a
result of bargaining you pay a price that later proves to be outrageous,
you have not been cheated; caveat emptor.)

Rip-ofts
1.

2.

Penang's taxis are equipped with meters which are never used. The
drivers are supposed to use a set of rates based on zones but there
are drivers who simply ask for what they think they can get. Travel
desks at some of the hotels in the Batu Ferringhi area sell taxi
coupons and it is wise to take advantage of this service. (See the
chapter on Batu Ferringhi for details.) Otherwise the price is
established by bargaining.
Peanuts are served at many restaurants as a matter of course at the
start of a meal, and 'towels' (usually packets of soggy and heavily
perfumed paper) at the end of a meal. They will appear on the bill
and are expensive, often amounting to as much as 10 or 15% of the
cost of the meal. If you do not want nuts or towels, say so when they
are offered.
GENERAL HINTS
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Behaviour
Probably every visitor in some way violates Malaysian customs and
the standards of behaviour of the country. No one expects a tourist to
behave like a Malaysian, but at the same time there are certain things
which ought to be avoided.
Some matters, such as respectful behaviour at places of worship
and during religous festivals, are so obvious they should not need to be
mentioned, but a few visitors are highly insensitive. For example, every
year when the Thaipusam festival takes place tourists can be seen
climbing onto platforms in the Indian temples and standing on offerings
to take photographs. Generally nothing is done about this which says
much for the extraordinary level of tolerance in Malaysia.
Other points are slightly less obvious, but are worth bearing in mind
to avoid giving offence:
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.
6.
7.

Shoes are invariably removed and left at the doorway when
entering the home of a Malaysian of any race.
If possible, nothing should be handed to or received from anyone in
Malaysia using the left hand.
Malaysians generally do not like displays of skin. Men's shirts that
bare the chest and see-through clothes are not liked. No one will
stop you from wearing such things and a few Malaysians dress in
the same way, but most people in Malaysia consider such dress
uncouth and they will react accordingly. Shorts are a grey area:
some Malaysians wear them as a matter of course and others
consider them improper.
On the beach, of course, different rules apply but topless
sunbathing for women and nude sunbathing for either sex is not
accepted.
Malaysians consider it offensive for people to kiss or embrace in
public. Holding hands has become fairly common among Malaysians of the opposite sex. It is equally common among Malaysians
of the same sex, and in this case is in no wayan indication of
anything more than friendship.
For many Malaysians it is seen as rude to point at something with
the index finger and this gesture is best avoided.
If beckoning someone to come to you, hold your hand palm down
and move the fingers toward the palm.
Standing with hands on the hips is seen as a sign of impatience or
anger.

Drugs
A special warning is given to travellers entering Malaysia concern-
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ing the severe penalties for possession of narcotics. These laws are strictly enforced and the warning should be taken very seriously.

D.

PENANG ON A TIGHT BUDGET

Many of the best things to see and do in Penang are inexpensive or
free. There are three museums, beaches, and hiking trails which require
no more than the bus fare to reach them. Penang Hill costs M$3.00 to ride
the funicular railway. There are economical hotels in Georgetown and
inexpensive rooms in Batu Ferringhi village along the north beach. Food
in Penang is also a bargain but hawker food, while appetizing, is not
necessarily an economical way to eat. An average meal at a hawker
complex can easily cost M$5 - $7 per person. On the other hand a
multi-course meal at a Chinese restaurant can be had for around M$12
per person, so Penang is a good place for a small splurge. At Batu
Ferringhi, budget navellers can call at Din Bamboo for a good,
inexpensive Malay meal.

E.

SINGAPOREAN AND EUROPEAN TOURISTS IN PENANG

Large numbers of tourists from Singapore and large numbers of
tourists from western countries visit Penang every year. Generally they
go away satisfied, which is reasonable since Penang is a very beguiling
place. It is a curious fact, however, that if one asks Singaporeans and
then asks western visitors what they liked in Penang, the answers will not
be the same. Indeed, they are so different that one is tempted to check
whether there are actually two islands called Penang lying off the west
coast of Malaysia.
For example, it's safe to say that biscuits and porridge and noodles
do not figure highly (in fact do not figure at all) in the average European
visitor's List Of Things To Try In Penang. A Singaporean visiting Penang,
however, is almost certain to carry back several packets of biscuits, and
to sample the local porridge and the local noodles.
The problem lies partly in the image conveyed by the words
'porridge' and 'biscuits'. In the west, 'porridge' calls to mind a gummy
and thoroughly unappetizing mass of over-cooked oats, last consumed
under duress at age fifteen and thankfully put out of mind thereafter.
Calling Chinese porridge 'rice gruel', which is more accurate, doesn't
help matters a bit. For a Singaporean, however, the word porridge calls
to mind the much pleasanter thought of rno; and choke. Choke
(pronounced the way it looks) is Cantonese, rice cooked in chicken broth
with spring onions and seasonings until the grains partly disintegrate
and the dish has the consistency of a thick soup. Freshly cooked pieces of
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